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Food systems will not be transformed unless power is confronted—
not as an abstract concept, but as concrete control over land and 
water, markets and labor, taste and narratives. The stakes could not 
be higher: food systems must feed everyone, regenerate ecosystems, 
and provide decent livelihoods, yet we are failing on all fronts. This 
failure is not due to lack of knowledge or productive capacity, but to 
entrenched power inequities that stem from long-standing historical 
structures, are actively reinforced by today’s policies and incentives, 
and drive hunger, malnutrition, ecological collapse, and social injustice. 

This report moves beyond diagnosis to proposals—concrete, structural, 
and actionable recommendations that address power directly. Power 
is the elephant “at the table”: the concept of “broken food systems” 
is now a common refrain, yet the structures that keep them broken 
remain largely intact. Technocratic fixes—delivering at best marginal 
change—and multi-stakeholder initiatives, often dominated by pow-
erful interests, create the appearance of change without shifting who 
decides, who benefits, and who bears the costs.

Rather than leaving that elephant unaddressed, the report advances 
public policy pathways to shift the balance of power across food sys-
tems—to act on power rather than merely acknowledging it. The chapter 
briefs in this report explore different domains—agroecology, fisheries 
and aquaculture, neglected and underutilized species, supply chains, 
nutrition, seeds, and governance—but converge on the same premise: 
real transformation is only possible when power relations shift.

We use power inequities to refer to uneven political agency, econom-
ic strength, market influence, and other resources—what the World 
Health Organization (WHO, n.d.) refers to as avoidable differences. 
Unlike inequalities or asymmetries, these are not neutral gaps to be 
filled equally—corporations and powerful states already command dis-
proportionate resources, rooted in colonial legacies and reinforced by 
current policies. Ignoring them allows marginal reforms to masquerade 
as structural transformation.

All food systems actors navigate power inequities in different ways: 
policymakers negotiate with lobbies and trade-offs; development banks 
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shape reforms through loans that often reflect shareholder interests; 
United Nations agencies pursue ambitious goals while constrained by 
funders and governments; non-governmental organizations move be-
tween corporate partnerships and alliances with social movements; 
grassroots actors often push directly to change the system. It is un-
derstandable that, in many cases, rather than flipping the table, ac-
tors try to move what is within reach. However, not confronting pow-
er inequities has costs for all actors involved by reproducing the very 
conditions that food systems transformation work is meant to undo: 
inequality, ecological degradation, and food insecurity and malnutrition. 

The report opens with an examination of the following four systemic 
but tangible power inequities:

• Unequal access to and control of resources: Resource inequities are 
rooted in colonial dispossession and patriarchal norms. They are 
reinforced through land and ocean grabbing, intellectual property 
regimes, biased financial access and infrastructure investment, and 
the treatment of food itself as a commodity and a speculative asset.

• Exclusive governance: Neoliberal reforms have hollowed out state 
capacities while corporate capture reshapes institutions. Western 
paradigms marginalize Indigenous and local voices, and geopolitical 
fractures deepen inequities as food is weaponized in conflicts and 
trade tensions destabilize supply chains.

• Widespread market concentration: A handful of firms dominate 
seeds, agrochemicals, the grain trade, processing, and retail, with 
similar consolidation in fisheries, aquaculture, shipping, finance, and 
digital platforms. This drives homogenization, fragility, and corporate 
influence over governance.

• Precarious and undervalued labor: Food systems run on underpaid  
labor—seasonal, migrant, and informal— with workers excluded from 
protections, and women and Indigenous peoples disproportionately 
relegated to the lowest-paid, most dangerous, and least secure roles.

These inequities persist not only through structures but also through 
narratives that legitimize them—casting food as a commodity, privi-
leging modernization, and reducing transformation to technical fixes.

Building on this analysis, we then identify concrete policy pathways 
across four domains:

1. Redistribute access, control, and ownership of resources. Prioritize 
control of land, water, forests, seeds, finance, technology, and in-
frastructure for small-scale producers, Indigenous communities, 
and territorial food systems. Redirect subsidies, climate finance, 
and public investment toward agroecology, community systems, 
and local markets.

2. Rebalance power between actors. Move beyond inclusion to shift 
power away from corporations that entrench concentration and to-
ward the actors advancing transformation. Competition reforms, la-
bor protections, investment in social movements, and a far stronger 
state role—with radical accountability—restoring core functions and 
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reorienting economic governance to enable trade, climate, biodiver-
sity, and innovation to serve real transformation in food systems.

3. Guarantee food access through market, public, and community 
mechanisms. Strengthen traditional and informal markets, reorient 
retail environments, and expand consumer cooperatives. Redesign 
procurement in schools and hospitals, create targeted subsidies, 
and recognize public and community-run canteens and grocery 
stores as essential infrastructure. Support community kitchens, 
food banks, and mobile markets that provide fresh, nutritious food 
while reinforcing collective control over access.

4. Confront power inequities in policy discourse and narratives. Expose 
how dominant narratives are produced and financed to sustain in-
equities, while creating space for alternative perspectives.

The analyses and recommendations set out in the beginning of the 
report serve as a guide to understanding power inequities and policy 
pathways in food systems in the sections that follow. We then examine 
how these dynamics play out in specific areas of food systems, and 
propose concrete priorities to address them:

Reclaiming Agriculture: Unveiling the Transformative 
Potential of Agroecology
Agroecology is constrained less by technical limits than by entrenched 
inequities—land and water concentration, corporate-dominated gov-
ernance, and knowledge systems that sideline farmers. The priority is 
to politically reclaim agroecology: redistribute land and water, embed 
ecological goals in reform, redirect public finance to small-scale pro-
ducers and rural work, and anchor agroecological economies through 
procurement, territorial markets, and cooperatives.

Navigating a Blue Future: Reimagining Aquatic Food 
Systems
A handful of corporations dominate fleets, aquaculture, and access 
agreements, while waters  in the Global South are exploited and nu-
tritious fish turned into feed for luxury aquaculture. The priority is to 
redirect subsidies toward artisanal fisheries, restoration, and local 
infrastructure, require industry to pay management costs, and use 
procurement to anchor markets. Small ocean fish (pelagics) must be 
prioritized for human consumption, access agreements made equita-
ble, and aquaculture decoupled from fishmeal through investment in 
native species.

Food for All: Realizing the Transformative Power of 
Traditional and Informal Food Systems
Traditional and informal markets feed millions yet remain stigmatized 
and structurally sidelined by neoliberal reforms and corporate concen-
tration. The priority is to make them central to policy and investment: 
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strengthen local processing, storage, and distribution, secure recogni-
tion and rights for informal actors, adapt food safety rules to diverse 
realities, and reorient subsidies, procurement, and reserves to terri-
torial markets and biodiverse producers, while confronting harmful 
mergers and abusive contracting.

Harnessing Biodiversity: Neglected and Underutilized 
Species as Drivers of Structural Transformation
NUS, sustained by marginalized communities, are neglected in policy 
and distorted by “superfood” export models. The priority is to redis-
tribute quality resources—land, water, finance, infrastructure—to mar-
ginalized farmers, subsidize strategic NUS identified locally, integrate 
them into procurement and welfare programs, and invest in participa-
tory research and small-scale processing. Flexible quality standards 
and culturally rooted campaigns must expand local consumption while 
preventing corporate capture.

Democratizing Diets: Strategies to Make Biodiverse, 
Healthy Diets Affordable and Accessible
Healthy diets remain out of reach due to consolidation, subsidies for 
calorie-dense commodities, and policies that favor ultra-processed 
foods. The priority is to make affordability a public guarantee: tax 
ultra-processed products, redirect subsidies to nutrient-rich crops, 
and establish universal nutrition guarantees through procurement in 
schools, hospitals, and welfare systems. Public investment should sta-
bilize markets for diverse producers, while community-led initiatives 
should expand access and local control.

Power Shift: Radical Restructuring of Food Systems 
Governance
Governance is where power is concentrated and legitimized, with mul-
tistakeholder platforms amplifying corporate influence, weak states 
retreating, and food weaponized in geopolitical conflicts. The priority is 
to redistribute decision-making power: strengthen democratic struc-
tures with enforceable accountability, restrict corporate-dominated 
arenas, reinforce inclusive spaces like the United Nations Committee 
on World Food Security (CFS), and embed pluralist approaches that 
integrate Indigenous and local knowledge into policy while avoiding 
appropriation and co-optation of this knowledge.

Farmers First: Reclaiming Seed Sovereignty for 
Biodiverse Value Chains
Seed systems have been enclosed by intellectual property (IP) regimes, 
restrictive laws, and corporate consolidation, eroding farmers’ ability 
to save and share seeds. The priority is to restore farmers’ central role 
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by embedding farmers’ rights and the Right to Food in law and prac-
tice, guaranteeing secure land access, reforming IP and seed laws, and 
redirecting public investment toward biodiverse crops, farmer-led re-
search, and community seed networks, with procurement incentives 
for products derived from biodiverse seeds.

Conclusion
Confronting power inequities is the foundation of meaningful food 
systems transformation. Policies that address hunger, malnutrition, 
environmental degradation, or poverty without redistributing power 
risk repeating cycles of marginal reform and disappointment. What is 
needed are courageous actions that take seriously the political nature 
of food, acknowledge the unequal relations that shape domestic and 
global outcomes, and translate this awareness into structural reforms. 
The policy proposals in this report are guided by a simple premise: 
real transformation is political, and it requires confronting power in-
equities directly while charting concrete pathways for change.
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Introduction
José Luis Chicoma and Kristin Reynolds

To truly transform food systems, we must confront what holds them 
in place: power. Not as an abstract force, but as concrete control over 
land, markets, labor, taste, and narratives. This report begins with com-
mon sense assumptions that should not be controversial: food sys-
tems must feed everyone, not only those that can afford it; they must 
regenerate ecosystems, not deplete them; and they must provide de-
cent livelihoods to those who nourish us, not consign them to hunger 
and exploitation. 

But the fact that we are not meeting these goals is not due to technical 
failures. Power inequities are at the root of hunger and malnutrition, 
the destruction of ecosystems and climate change, and deep social 
inequalities. Yet power is also the hardest barrier to address, because 
it is both historically entrenched and actively reinforced by today’s 
economic and political systems—systems that have evolved to extract 
value for the benefit of a few, while externalizing costs onto the many 
(Sen, 1981; Patel & Moore, 2017; Clapp, et al., 2025).

Confronting power is thus urgent and essential for transforming food 
systems. This report presents a set of public policy recommendations 
to rebalance power in food systems. This rebalancing means, for ex-
ample, redistributing the control, ownership, and management of land 
and water resources; redirecting public investment toward territorial 
systems and biodiversity; protecting and promoting traditional and in-
formal food markets; and dismantling the institutional protections that 
uphold corporate concentration—whether through trade rules, subsi-
dies, weak antitrust regulations and enforcement, or other mechanisms.

We present seven briefs on different domains—agroecology, fisheries 
and aquaculture, neglected and underutilized species, supply chains, 
nutrition, seeds, and governance—but all share the same premise: trans-
formation is only possible when power shifts. The selection of topics 
addressed in this report is not exhaustive; it focuses on illustrative do-
mains, while acknowledging that other areas of the food system would 
also benefit from a similar power-focused analysis and recommendations.

Introduction
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Power Is the Elephant “At the Table”
Power is too often absent from food policy debates. It is the subject 
many institutions and experts tiptoe around, it is obscured and de-
politicized, reduced to questions of coordination, technical fixes, or 
marginal reforms (Clapp & Fuchs, 2009; IPES-Food, 2015).

The ubiquity of the phrase “broken food systems” shows what happens 
when power is left out of the debate: everyone agrees on the depth of 
the crisis, yet few are prepared to challenge the structures—or give up 
the privileges—that keep inequities in place. References to broken food 
systems now appear in United Nations declarations, corporate white 
papers, and philanthropic strategies—echoing what activists have said 
for decades (UN, 2023; Food Foundation, 2025; Beard, 2025). Some have 
questioned whether the term “broken” remains useful, yet the irony is 
that many of the same corporate leaders who have profited from the 
system now declare it broken—and even position themselves as those 
best equipped to fix it (Clapp, 2021; Canfield, Anderson, & McMichael, 
2021; IPES-Food, 2023).

This language of crisis has been followed by the language of “trans-
formation”. Yet genuine food systems transformation remains elusive if 
we don’t address the elephant at the table. We cannot accept claims 
of transformation when the proposed solutions—such as multi-stake-
holder platforms or sustainable intensification (terms often used in 
food systems policy)—are little more than technocratic, marginal ad-
justments to the status quo, repackaged as bold changes (IPES-Food, 
2016; McKeon, 2017; Clapp, Noyes, & Grant, 2021; Pereira et al., 2023; 
Horton, 2024; Juri et al., 2024).

Real transformation must be political. It requires naming where pow-
er lies, challenging those who hold power, building broad coalitions to 
shift power, and redistributing power to make meaningful change pos-
sible. Without this, we remain trapped in cycles of minimal reform—
adjustments that create the appearance of progress while leaving the 
structures of exclusion and control intact (Clapp & Fuchs, 2009; IPES-
Food, 2023; Béné et al., 2024).

How Power Inequities Drive Food System Failures
Corporate concentration is the clearest symptom of these inequities. 
From seeds to supermarkets, a handful of firms dominate entire value 
chains, exerting outsized influence over what is grown and where, how 
it is processed, and what reaches our plates—or fails to. This domi-
nance not only squeezes producers and narrows consumer choice, it 
also allows corporations to shape the very rules of the game through 
lobbying, regulatory capture, and privileged access to decision-makers 
(IPES-Food, 2017; Howard, 2021; Clapp et al., 2025).

But power is not just about corporations. Food systems are governed 
by policymakers and political actors who set agendas, define priori-
ties, and decide whose participation counts—often in ways that align 
with corporate interests. They amplify some voices in policy debates 
while dismissing others as irrelevant, anecdotal, or unscientific. They 

Introduction
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systematically exclude the very actors driving real transformation, from 
smallholder farmers and small-scale fishers to women, food work-
ers, and social movements. These exclusions are not accidental but 
the product of deeper inequities in access to voice, representation, 
and political legitimacy. Even global institutions—often described as 
neutral platforms—are governed by the political interests of powerful 
states and donors with greater financial resources, making them less 
inclusive and prone to avoiding direct confrontation in order to pre-
serve their influence (Clapp & Fuchs, 2009; IPES-Food, 2016; Canfield, 
Anderson, & McMichael, 2021).

Food systems are also built on the systematic use of cheap labor. From 
fields and fishing boats to packing plants and retail, profitability de-
pends on workers who are underpaid and denied basic protections. 
Women, migrants, and informal workers are disproportionately con-
centrated in the lowest-paid and most dangerous jobs, which carry 
the risks of unsafe conditions, seasonal volatility, and sudden shocks. 
This dependence on precarity and exploitation is a clear expression 
of power inequity: it transfers value upward to corporations and con-
sumers while stripping workers of security and rights (Patel & Moore, 
2017; ILO, 2022; HLPE, 2023).

At the heart of these power imbalances lies unequal access to and 
control over natural and financial resources: land, water, oceans, seeds, 
technologies, and public investment. These inequities shape who pro-
duces food and under what conditions, as well as who benefits. They 
also determine which actors and activities are prioritized for infra-
structure, credit, or research—and which are systematically neglected 
(Smith, 2021; Anderson & Maughan, 2021; IPES-Food 2022; IPES-Food, 
2021a; Clapp & Isakson, 2023). 

Today’s global context is amplifying power inequities in food systems. 
Trade disruptions expose the vulnerability of global supply chains, with 
import-dependent regions particularly at risk of food insecurity. Food 
is increasingly weaponized, with the ongoing siege of Gaza and the de-
liberate use of starvation as a tool of control in its most devastating 
form. At the same time, cuts and shifts in aid threaten populations 
that depend on aid for survival, even as they open spaces to rethink 
models long tied to donor priorities.

There Has Been Progress, But It’s Not Enough
Over the past two decades, the discourse around food systems has 
evolved. Once dismissed as the domain of agriculture ministries or 
nutritionists, food systems are now recognized as complex, inter-
connected arenas that touch on health, climate, and inclusion (IPES-
Food, 2015; HLPE, 2017). Reports now highlight the importance of in-
clusive governance, agroecological transitions, territorial markets, 
school meals, and Indigenous knowledge (McKeon, 2015; HLPE, 2019; 
IPBES, 2019; WFP, 2020; IPES-Food, 2024). Social movements—such 
as La Vía Campesina (LVC), the Brazilian Landless Workers Movement 
(MST), and additionally, Indigenous peoples-led movements—have long 
made this case. Their visions have shaped international frameworks 
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and introduced ideas once considered radical into mainstream policy 
(HLPE, 2019; IPBES, 2019).

Academics have long worked in parallel with—and often ahead of—
policy circles in exposing the structural dynamics of food systems. 
Over the past few decades, a growing body of research (discussed  in 
the following chapter, Reclaiming Power in Food Systems) has shown 
how power operates: through corporate concentration (IPES-Food, 
2017; Clapp, 2021; Howard, 2021), the extraction of value from labor 
and nature (Patel & Moore, 2017), the marginalization of alternative 
knowledge systems (Vijayan et al., 2022), and the narratives that justify 
these patterns (Anderson, 2024). What began in critical agrarian stud-
ies and political ecology has now begun to shape food policy debates 
more broadly, although long-dominant food policy paradigms continue 
to endure (McMichael, 2013). 

Calls for food systems transformation have multiplied in recent years—
but many of these proposals fall short of confronting the forces that 
prevent transformation, or they co-opt concepts originating in social 
movements or traditional and community based practices, neutraliz-
ing these concepts to the extent that they reinforce the status quo 
(Clapp, Noyes, & Grant, 2021; Canfield, Anderson, & McMichael, 2021). 
While some actors are pushing for real change, too many efforts remain 
stuck—trapped by institutional caution, political risk, or an unwilling-
ness to disrupt entrenched power. In some cases, this hesitation is 
understandable: challenging dominant interests can come at a cost. 
But in other cases, avoiding power has become a convenient strate-
gy—technical, politically acceptable, and easy to fund, yet ultimately 
incapable of shifting the structures that drive inequality, food insecu-
rity, and ecosystem destruction (IPES-Food, 2016; Béné et al., 2024). 

And the results speak for themselves: we were promised transforma-
tion but instead we got pilot projects.

Tracing Power in Food Systems: Frameworks, 
Movements, and Evidence
Scholars, experts, and organizations have long examined the politi-
cal economy of food systems and the role of power within them. The 
International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems (IPES-Food) 
has been a pioneer in addressing power explicitly and accessibly, pro-
ducing influential reports, such as “From Uniformity to Diversity” (2016), 
“Too Big to Feed” (2017), “Smoke and Mirrors” (2022), and “Who’s Tipping 
the Scales” (2023), shaping the thinking of policymakers, funders, and 
activists alike. Even more formal bodies—like the High Level Panel of 
Experts (HLPE) of the World Committee on Food Security and Nutrition—
have contributed significantly to bringing structural issues into poli-
cy processes. Though not always framed explicitly in terms of power, 
their reports and analyses on nutrition (2017), agroecology (2019), in-
equalities (2023), and urban food systems (2024) have created space 
for deeper political reflection. 

Considering this body of work, we briefly review three strands of 
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research and social movement analysis that are especially useful 
for understanding power in food systems.  First, we review analytical 
frameworks from political science, political ecology, and related fields, 
which we use instrumentally. Second, we review broader perspectives 
and frameworks—colonial legacies, the Right to Food, and food sov-
ereignty—that link diagnosis to historical responsibility, legal obliga-
tions, and social movements. Third, we review targeted literature on 
corporate concentration, narratives, and policy processes that show 
where control accumulates, how discourse narrows options, and why 
reform stalls.

In the first strand, we draw on multiple analytical frameworks used 
to examine power in food systems and policy. We do not seek to add 
yet another framework; instead, we use this literature as guidance to 
diagnose how power inequities manifest across resources, corporate 
concentration, governance, and labor—and to anchor the policy path-
ways that follow in this report. Among the most cited in the political 
science literature, Gaventa’s “power cube” (2006, 2021)— which iden-
tifies levels (global/national/local), forms (visible/hidden/invisible), 
and spaces (closed/invited/claimed) of power—remains foundation-
al and was designed for practitioner planning (Gaventa, 2006, p. 25). 
Complementing this, Shackleton et al. (2023) synthesize four strands 
of power analysis, applying this to conservation work: actor-centered, 
institutional, structural, and discursive.

To address food systems, Baker and Demaio (2016) use Gaventa’s levels–
forms–spaces framing alongside Clapp and Fuchs’ (2009) account of 
corporate influence via instrumental, structural, and discursive power. 
Lécuyer et al. (2024) extend the cube to “multiple dimensions,” adding 
expressions of power (“for,” “with,” “to,” “within”) and their intercon-
nections, underscoring complexity and linkage across scales.

Taken together, these frameworks are useful yet fragmented and nu-
merous —what Boonstra (2016) calls a “confetti of labels and theories” 
(cited in Lécuyer et al., 2024, p. 1409).  

Second, in our analysis of power in food systems, we consider per-
spectives and movements that treat power inequities as the root of 
the problem—such as colonial legacies, the Right to Food, and food 
sovereignty. This body of research, advocacy, and activism—alongside 
many other efforts to confront the structural causes of food system 
failures—traces a trajectory from diagnosing domination, to articulating 
state obligations, to advancing a political project that clarifies where 
control lies and how it can be redistributed and democratized.

Colonial legacies endure in multiple ways. Quijano’s “coloniality of pow-
er” (2000) explains how colonial practices and racialization are contin-
ually reworked to sustain elite control—an essential lens for contem-
porary food-system inequities. Thinkers who consider lived realities 
in the Global South— such as Josué de Castro (1952); Amartya Sen 
(1981); Walter D. Mignolo and Catherine E. Walsh; and Arturo Escobar 
(2012)—have traced how Western colonialism remains entwined with 
agricultural development and food (in)security. Recent syntheses map 
how imperial legacies persist throughout time and place (Reynolds and 
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Qader forthcoming), including through resource grabbing and biopira-
cy (Shiva, 2016), and through what Liboiron (2021) terms “pollution is 
colonialism”. 

These dynamics are also reproduced institutionally, as Western knowl-
edge systems and development orthodoxies shape agendas in bodies 
such as the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 
and CGIAR; Álvarez and Coolsaet (2020) show how over-reliance in 
Latin America on Western epistemologies reproduces inequitable food 
and environmental outcomes. These legacies also have military ex-
pressions; for instance, the destruction of agricultural land and crops 
in Gaza demonstrates how force can secure resource control (Fakhri, 
2024, p. 16).

The Right to Food frame exposes hunger and malnutrition as outcomes 
of power relations. Human-rights frameworks provide a legal-political 
counterweight to productivist framings. The Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (United Nations, 1948) and the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), adopted in by the 
UN General Assembly in 1966, underpin the Right to Food; in 1999 the 
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, issued in 1999, 
elaborated on the normative content of the Right to Food, and since 
2000 a UN Special Rapporteur has monitored violations and advanced 
interpretation to include cultural and dignity dimensions. The Right to 
Food has been defined as regular, permanent, and unrestricted ac-
cess—directly or by purchase—to adequate food consistent with peo-
ples’ cultural traditions, enabling a dignified life free of fear (OHCHR, 
2010, p. 2). This rights-lens challenges FAO’s (2003) output-and-access 
definition of food security by imposing duties on states to act beyond 
charity or narrow productivity targets, though this 2003 framing is a 
more humanistic approach than that articulated in FAO’s first defini-
tion of the term, in 1974, which was even more in-line with productiv-
ist narratives (Fukuda-Parr 2018).

Food sovereignty has been the key pioneering framework for analyzing 
and contesting power in food systems, with La Vía Campesina at its 
core. Founded in 1993 amid increasingly neoliberal global trade reforms, 
LVC introduced the concept of food sovereignty at the 1996 World Food 
Summit and has since placed it at the center of its work on global 
food politics. Through struggles for agrarian reform, equitable access 
to land, water, and territories, and opposition to commodification, it 
has influenced both discourse and policy (Claeys & Edelman, 2019; La 
Vía Campesina, n.d., accessed 12 Aug 2025). Its broad agenda—from 
land and territories to agroecology, biodiversity, peasant seeds, labor 
rights, and corporate accountability—continues to affirm peasant-led 
agroecology as key to ensuring healthy food and ecological balance (La 
Vía Campesina, n.d., accessed 12 Aug 2025).

Third, we spotlight a few commonly analyzed arenas while recogniz-
ing many other strands (e.g., labor, infrastructure, finance) that also 
shape power. 

Corporate concentration research shows how transnational firms shape 
governance and markets, with harmful effects on access, livelihoods, 
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and ecology (Fuchs & Clapp, 2009; IPES-Food, 2023; Clapp et al., 2025); 
sectoral consolidation is documented across seeds, organic foods, 
and retail (Howard, 2021), extending the food-regime arc from colo-
nial trade to today’s “corporate food regime” (Friedmann & McMichael, 
1989; McMichael, 2005). Jennifer Clapp has been a leading voice in ex-
posing the consequences of corporate concentration in food systems, 
most recently through her book Titans of Industrial Agriculture: How a 
Few Giant Corporations Came to Dominate the Farm Sector and Why 
It Matters (Clapp, 2025) and her recent co-authored paper “Corporate 
concentration and power matter for agency in food systems” (Clapp et 
al, 2025), both essential for understanding how control is consolidated 
and legitimized, and its negative impacts on agency.

Parallel work on narratives demonstrates how dominant framings steer 
solutions—what IPES-Food (2022) calls narrative capture—marginaliz-
ing alternatives in food security (Sonnino et al., 2016), “climate-smart” 
agriculture (Newell & Taylor, 2018), agroecology (Anderson & Maughan, 
2018), and “nature-based solutions” (IPES-Food, 2022). In particu-
lar, Molly Anderson’s Transforming Food Systems: Narratives of Power 
(Anderson, 2024) reveals how dominant narratives—framed around 
efficiency, modernization, and innovation—reinforce existing power 
structures, delegitimize alternatives, and must be dismantled and re-
imagined to enable meaningful systemic transformation.  

Finally, governance and policy change research also emphasizes power 
inequities and exclusion. Policy-process studies explain why reforms stall 
and bureaucratic incentives, institutional lock-ins, and elite interests 
bias change toward incrementalism (Resnick & Swinnen, 2023). Rather 
than being framed as neutral or technocratic (while in reality steeped 
in power dynamics), governance spaces must be explicitly re-politicized 
to confront conflict and power directly, making participation a vehicle 
for inclusion of diverse voices and transformation rather than depolit-
icization (Duncan, 2016; Duncan & Claeys, 2018). Multistakeholder gov-
ernance—despite its inclusive veneer—often erases power imbalances 
and undermines democratic accountability (McKeon, 2017; Gleckman, 
2018; Canfield, Duncan & Claeys, 2021).

Our work in this report builds on theirs—and on many others cited 
throughout this document—while aiming to go a step further: to make 
the structural analysis of power visible and actionable through con-
crete policy proposals. The recommendations in this report are global 
in scope, but attentive to difference: we recognize that power oper-
ates differently across regions and contexts, and that the pathways to 
transformation must reflect that diversity.

Power, Food, and the Need for Bold Proposals
This report was developed through a year-long collaboration at THE 
NEW INSTITUTE in Hamburg, Germany, where a group of eight schol-
ars and practitioners came together not just to critique food systems, 
but to propose policy pathways and solutions to the power inequities 
that shape these systems. From September 2024 to June 2025, some 
of us spent several months in residence at THE NEW INSTITUTE, while 
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others joined for shorter periods of time, contributing in different ways 
to a collaborative process rooted in exchange, experimentation, dis-
agreement, and creativity.

We also benefitted from collaboration with our Advisory Committee, which 
convened experts from the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), the World Food Programme (WFP), the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD), Alliance of Bioversity International 
and the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT), the World 
Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), the Biovision Foundation, the Agroecology 
Coalition, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Slow 
Food International, EIT Food, CARE, the Think Tank for Sustainability 
(TMG), and other partners. Their contributions and feedback helped 
test our strategic direction, strengthen proposals, and refine a trans-
formative agenda. Each chapter of the forthcoming book—the basis for 
the briefs in this report—was reviewed by external experts, who pro-
vided substantive and organizational feedback that was incorporated 
in finalizing this document. The report also draws on inputs from the 
work on food and power carried out by report co-editor and author 
José Luis Chicoma in his work with UNDP, developed in collaboration 
with Lou Lécuyer.

We were supported by an extraordinary team at THE NEW INSTITUTE—
in management, coordination, and media—who made it possible for 
us to think boldly and act collectively, and who encouraged us to be 
daring in our proposals to address power inequities in food systems.

Our team of scholars and practitioners experienced shared frustra-
tion: we were tired of marginal policy proposals, technical fixes, and 
apolitical blueprints. We also noted a gap in much critical academ-
ic analysis, which, though crucial and increasingly influential, often 
precludes concrete policy proposals. Across sectors, disciplines, and 
regions, we saw the same patterns—concentration of power, erasure 
of alternatives, co-optation of language, and the sidelining of justice. 
We didn’t all agree on everything—and we certainly didn’t all feel the 
same level of frustration. But we agreed on one fundamental point: 
any serious transformation of food systems requires a redistribution 
of power—of voice, of resources, and of authority—and that this must 
be included in specific policy proposals.

To that end, this report offers specific, sectoral proposals to con-
front power asymmetries across food systems, from agroecology to 
neglected and underutilized species, from aquatic foods to nutrition 
and seeds, from supply chains to governance. It is written for those 
working on food systems in any context—policymakers, practitioners, 
funders, researchers—because all food systems work is, inherently, 
work on power, even when it is not recognized as such. And because 
too many debates about improving food systems remain stuck in mi-
nor tweaks and technical solutions, our goal is to expand the space 
for real, structural change. We believe that, regardless of our roles or 
institutional positions, we can all be more courageous and abandon 
timid solutions in favor of bold ones. In this report, each chapter and 
brief follows a common structure— offering diagnosis, power analy-
sis, vision, and concrete policy recommendations—but authors have 
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applied power analyses and concepts that best fit their perspectives 
and methods of analyzing their respective sectors.

The full body of work we developed in Hamburg will be published in 
a forthcoming book. That book will provide deeper detail on the diag-
noses, analyses of power inequities, visions, and policy pathways that 
each of the participating scholars and practitioners contributed across 
the different domains. While this report distills the main findings, the 
book will offer a more comprehensive analysis and expanded expla-
nations of the recommendations—an invitation to engage more deeply 
with the ideas and debates that shaped our collaboration.

We have not attempted to cover every issue related to food systems 
in our work here. Topics like trade, water governance, or livestock pro-
duction—which are also deeply entangled with power asymmetries—
remain beyond the specific focus of this report. But we have chosen to 
center issues that offer critical leverage points for real change. Rather 
than present a comprehensive map, we offer a set of interventions that 
we hope will sharpen the conversation and embolden action.

The report begins with a chapter-length analysis of power in food sys-
tems, followed by seven shorter briefs on specific sectors. We begin 
by tracing the architecture of power that shapes what we eat and how 
and by whom it is grown and harvested. In that first chapter, Power in 
Food Systems Transformation, José Luis Chicoma and Kristin Reynolds 
lay out the core approach that runs through the report: an analysis 
of how power asymmetries—rooted in unequal access to resources, 
exclusive governance, flawed democratic processes, and high corpo-
rate concentration—undermine equity, sustainability, and nutrition. 
This chapter maps the forces that must be confronted for meaningful 
transformation and outlines four key areas of intervention: reclaiming 
control and ownership of resources; rebalancing power among actors; 
guaranteeing food access through diverse market, public, and com-
munity mechanisms; and exposing power dynamics more clearly in 
narratives and policy debates.

In Chapter 2, Reclaiming Agriculture: Unveiling the Transformative 
Potential of Agroecology, María Mideros’ brief pushes beyond the tech-
nical narratives of agroecology to explore its transformative potential. 
She challenges the deep-rooted power structures that hinder agro-
ecology’s systemic integration and calls for a bold rethinking of food, 
land, markets, and justice.

Turning to the ocean in Chapter 3, Navigating a Blue Future: Reimagining 
Aquatic Food Systems, a brief by Nicolás Rovegno, proposes a new 
framework for blue food transformation grounded in food sovereignty, 
biodiversity conservation, and marine sustainability. Like agroecology, 
this vision challenges dominant models of industrial aquaculture and 
extractive fisheries.

Chapter 4, a brief on Food for All: Realizing the Transformative Power 
of Traditional and Informal Food Systems, by José Luis Chicoma, cen-
ters the often-overlooked infrastructure that feeds billions—tradi-
tional markets, informal traders, and decentralized supply chains. It 
argues that recognizing and strengthening these systems is essential 
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to reducing corporate concentration and building diverse food systems 
that ensure access to good food for all.

In Chapter 5, Harnessing Biodiversity: Neglected and Underutilized 
Species as Drivers of Structural Transformation, Emma McDonell’s brief 
examines the complexities and contradictions of turning biodiverse, 
locally important crops into global commodities. Drawing on multiple 
examples—including quinoa— McDonell reveals the risks of market-driv-
en NUS promotion and calls for more context-specific strategies that 
prioritize equity, local markets, and food sovereignty.

Chapter 6, Democratizing Diets: Strategies to Make Biodiverse, Healthy 
Diets Affordable and Accessible, a brief by Chris Vogliano, challenges 
the dominant discourse on nutrition. Vogliano critiques how power 
dynamics shape dietary guidelines and food assistance programs and 
argues for integrating biodiversity into public food systems—particu-
larly through school meals—to build healthier, fairer, and more sus-
tainable diets.

In Chapter 7, Power Shift: Radical Restructuring of Food Systems 
Governance, a brief by Jessica Duncan, takes us into the contested 
arena of global food governance. She critically unpacks who gets to 
decide the future of food, why multistakeholder platforms often en-
trench existing hierarchies, and how more democratic governance can 
emerge through civil society, social movements, and institutional reform.

And in Chapter 8, Farmers First: Reclaiming Seed Sovereignty for 
Biodiverse Value Chains, Sayed Azam-Ali explores how current seed 
regimes constrain diversity and farmer agency in his brief, envisioning 
a future where seed systems foster biodiversity, resilience, and justice 
from the ground up.
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Reclaiming Power in Food 
Systems: From Inequities to 
Transformative Policies  
José Luis Chicoma and Kristin Reynolds

This chapter approaches power through the lens of inequities—sys-
temic imbalances that are deeply structured in the organization of 
food systems.

The chapter unfolds in four parts. After the introduction, we begin by 
examining power inequities across four areas: access to and control of 
resources; governance and political institutions; corporate concentration 
across supply chains; and the conditions of labor. We then articulate 
a vision of transformation, one that shifts the underlying distribution 
of power toward equity and ecological sustainability. Finally, we ad-
vance recommendations centered on four imperatives: redistributing 
access, control, and ownership of resources; rebalancing power be-
tween actors through stronger regulations and inclusive institutions; 
reclaiming control over food access across public, market, and com-
munity systems; and reorienting policy discourse and narratives to 
enable genuine transformation.

How Actors Deal with Power in Food Systems
The main actors working in food systems deal with power every day. 
Most are not naïve. On the contrary, many are skilled at navigating and 
negotiating complex power relations.

Politicians and policymakers grapple with power constantly. Negotiations 
within food systems—over public investment priorities, trade agree-
ments, subsidies, and taxes—are shaped by competing interests,  
entrenched lobbies, and political trade-offs. Even the most commit-
ted policymakers and government champions—those pushing hard for 
food systems transformation—must negotiate with powerful actors, 
build coalitions to counter them, and, at the same time, be careful 
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I not to alienate them (Swinburn, 2019; Baker et al., 2021). In many po-
litical contexts, simply naming power carries risks they cannot afford.

Global and regional development banks have long exercised signifi-
cant power over low- and middle-income countries through loans and 
the conditions attached to them. Structural adjustment reforms are 
the starkest example, in which loans were tied to the imposition of 
neoliberal agendas (Weis, 2007; Clapp, 2020). At the same time, these 
banks are themselves shaped by their major shareholders—the most 
powerful states—whose interests strongly influence their strategies 
and recommendations (McMichael, 2014).

United Nations agencies face a different dilemma: many are mandated 
to promote ambitious development goals but must constantly navigate 
the power of the governments that both fund and host their programs, 
while managing threats of funding cuts, diplomatic pressure, and the 
influence of global interest groups defending their agendas in differ-
ent ways. They balance advancing bold agendas with securing buy-
in from states that can easily block or dilute their efforts (Bernstein, 
2017; Baker et al., 2021).

International non-governmental organizations and donors also work 
daily within power relations. Some focus on influencing governments 
or multilateral institutions, others choose to collaborate with corpo-
rations, and still others side squarely with social movements. Their 
strategies range from confrontation to partnership (Schilpzand et al., 
2012; Claeys, 2019).

Social movements, by contrast, often approach power more directly. 
Their aim is to disrupt entrenched hierarchies and push for systemic 
change—whether through land struggles or campaigns for food sover-
eignty. Unlike institutions that must tread carefully, these movements 
seek to alter the rules of the game (Claeys, 2019; Cruz, 2023).

These are only a few of the relevant global actors. At national and local 
levels, countless others—farmers’ associations, municipal authorities, 
cooperatives—also navigate, confront, and/or reproduce power in their 
daily work. Even well-intentioned experts in think tanks or academia 
adopt different strategies (Swinburn, 2019). Many avoid discussing power 
openly, resorting instead to safer language such as “multi-stakeholder 
platforms” or “policy coherence” (Baker et al., 2021).

Thus, food systems actors engage with power regularly, in different 
ways: some challenge power structures directly, others accommodate 
them, and many find ways to sidestep discussing power altogether. 
The central question we pose here is how to respond to power, and 
power inequity in particular, in policy and advocacy work seeking food 
systems transformation. Confront power? Resist it? Ignore it? Work 
around it? These are valid and legitimate dilemmas, since everyone 
faces different challenges and constraints when working to promote 
change. In many cases, it is understandable that, instead of flipping the 
table, actors try to move what is within reach. But, at the end of the 
day, one thing is clear: relatively few have been willing to risk naming 
and opposing power openly (McMichael, 2014; Swinburn, 2019).
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However, avoidance has a cost for all actors. Failing to address and 
confront power reproduces the very conditions that food systems trans-
formation work is meant to undo: inequality, ecological degradation, 
and malnutrition. It leaves intact the forces that create these outcomes 
and continues to push alternative voices to the margins (Swinburn, 
2019; Baker et al., 2021; McMichael, 2014). As critical analyses of food 
systems have long demonstrated, these conditions are not the result 
of insufficient production—as dominant narratives suggest—but of po-
litical decisions that skew access and distribution toward those with 
the greatest political and economic (and often military) power (Sen, 
1981; Fakhri, 2024; IPES-Food, 2025). Yet such insights are too often 
ignored or sidelined in food policy. 

This report seeks to avoid this omission, directly addressing and con-
fronting power—and specifically power inequities—in its analyses of 
food systems and its policy recommendations for improving food ac-
cess, sustainability, equity, and self-determination.

What Do We Mean by Power Inequities?
In this report, power inequities refer to the uneven nature of political 
agency, economic strength, market influence, and other resources held 
by communities, social groups, sectors, and governments.

In this framing chapter and the chapter briefs that follow, we distin-
guish between inequity (what the World Health Organization (WHO) 
refers to as “avoidable differences,” WHO, n.d.), inequality (lack of par-
allel resources), asymmetry (uneven levels, as discussed in the politi-
cal science literature), and dynamics (distribution, often described as 
“uneven”). 

Our focus is on power inequities in food systems and policy — avoid-
able differences (as proposed by the WHO) that result from explicit or 
implicit decision-making. We use “inequities” rather than “inequalities” 
to stress that these differences cannot be solved by simply strength-
ening all actors equally: the most powerful contemporary global en-
tities—such as corporations and Global North governments in the 
context of geopolitical dynamics —already possess disproportionate 
resources and influence in food systems rooted in historical realities 
touched upon in this chapter. 

Not addressing power inequities directly in food systems policy, and 
opting for often more politically conservative approaches, continues 
to perpetuate the status quo while misleadingly presenting reform as 
structural change (IPES-Food 2022; Anderson 2024). Perhaps worse, 
status quo food systems “solutions,” such as economically under-
mining individual or collective farming communities’ abilities to feed 
themselves and then only addressing food insecurity with food aid, 
do not necessarily improve the long-term livelihoods, sustainability, 
and food access for the most marginalized people and communities. 
Further, when policies and policymakers fail to meaningfully attempt 
to address the structural realities that would help create a system of 
food security, equity, and ecological health, they often lose the trust 
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of those outside of the centers of power in government, causing civil 
society members to disengage from policy, with attendant negative 
outcomes for democracy (Rainie and Perrin, 2019; OECD 2022). 

Confronting power inequities directly in food systems policymaking 
is therefore central to work for more equitable and sustainable food 
systems, and central to this report. Our analysis builds on a long line 
of scholarship and advocacy, which is briefly covered in the introduc-
tion to this report, that has revealed these inequities: in the legacies 
of colonialism, in movements for food sovereignty, in the articulation 
of the Right to Food, in research on corporate concentration and its 
impacts, and in narratives that normalize inequality under the banners 
of efficiency, modernization, and market inevitability.

What emerges from these bodies of work is not only a sharper under-
standing of how power operates in food systems, but also a shared 
emphasis on the structures and dominant discourses that reproduce 
inequities. This work highlights the fact that technical fixes or margin-
al changes are insufficient if underlying systems of exclusion remain 
intact. Building on these insights, the following section analyzes how 
power inequities play out in concrete domains of the food system and 
what it would take to redress these inequities.

Part I: Areas of Analysis of Power Inequities
This section examines major expressions of power inequities in food 
systems that are both systemic in origin and highly tangible in their 
effects. Rather than attempting an exhaustive catalogue of food sys-
tems inequities, it highlights a set of recurring patterns that cut across 
regions and sectors, shaping who controls resources, who participates 
in decision-making, how markets are structured, and how labor and 
workers are valued and treated. These patterns are interconnected 
and mutually reinforcing. Understanding them helps identify where 
well-designed interventions could lead to broader, systemic change.
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Power Inequity 1: Unequal Access to Resources 
Access, control, and ownership over resources are at the core of how 
power operates in food systems. From land, water, oceans, and seeds 
to finance, technology, and infrastructure, access is deeply unequal and 
shaped by political and economic interests. Rather than being treated 
as essential for human well-being and ecological sustainability, these 
resources are too often governed as assets to be owned, traded, or 
leveraged—concentrating power in the hands of a few while constrain-
ing the self-determination of many.

Resource Power Inequities Specific Themes

Natural resources: concentrated 
ownership and control 

Root and ongoing causes:  
colonialism and neocolonialism; 
natural resource appropriation; 
gendered and knowledge 
hierarchies

Contemporary commodification 
and concentration
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Resource Power Inequities Specific Themes

Innovation and technology:  
corporate control and sidelined 
alternatives

Who defines innovation?

Ownership of technologies

Narrative capture sidelines 
alternatives

Finance as a driver of exclusion Lack of access to credit and  
financial services

Public finance that undermines 
diversity

Unequal access to climate  
finance and food-aid distortions

Food as a speculative asset

Distorted food infrastructure 
priorities

Skewed priorities in public 
investment 

Erosion of public responsibility

Marginalization of traditional  
and informal systems

R
eclaim

ing Pow
er in Food System

s: From
 Inequities to Transform

ative Policies 

a.	 Natural Resources: Concentrated Ownership 
and Control

Ownership and control over — not mere access to — natural resources1 
(land, water, oceans, forests, seeds, biodiversity) set the terms of pro-
duction and exclusion in food systems. Inequities in this control are 
rooted in the political and economic dominance of some groups and 
nation-states over others. 

The roots of power inequities pertaining to natural resources lie in co-
lonial and neocolonial relations: colonialism—past and present—has 
dispossessed Indigenous and local communities of land and water, 
and imposed Western, often industrial, regimes for land, water, fish-
eries, and agriculture (Rodney, 1972/2018; Smith, 2021; Reynolds and 
Qader, forthcoming). These dynamics persist tangibly, such as through 
biopiracy (Shiva, 2016), resource “grabbing” (discussed below), and 
other forms of appropriation. 

1	  We note critiques of the term “natural resources” as 
anthropocentric wherein “nature” is construed as having a primary 
function for human use (Whyte, 2017). While we give credence to such 
critiques, particularly as they align with work to diffuse knowledge 
hierarchies as a form of power, we use the “resources” terminology here in 
the interest of legibility in current mainstream policy discourses.

I
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Gendered hierarchies—often colonial-era patriarchal impositions rath-
er than indigenous traditions—specifically limit women’s control over 
land, water, seeds, and natural resource decision-making (Agarwal, 
1994). One outcome of such gendered hierarchies is inequitable ten-
ure, such as the fact that women own only about one-fifth of land 
globally (United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, 2022). 
Barriers to finance and technology, in addition to inheritance and 
property norms, again often colonial legacies, further restrict women’s 
ownership and decision-making when it comes to natural resources 
(Agarwal, 1992; UN-Women, 2014). Colonial and neocolonial power rela-
tions pertaining to natural resources also persist in less visible forms, 
including food systems and natural resource knowledge hierarchies, 
as discussed below. 

These historical inequities are exacerbated through contemporary nat-
ural resource “grabbing”—large‑scale acquisitions of land, water, and 
marine spaces by highly capitalized investors or foreign governments, 
often tied to export‑oriented food and biofuel production, as well as 
industrial, fishing, or hydropower projects (Borras & Franco, 2011; Land 
Matrix, n.d). Local and regional governments and communities have 
frequently been unable to resist such appropriation under global pres-
sures and prevailing narratives of “efficient” resource use in historical 
and contemporary contexts (De Schutter, 2011).

In more contemporary time frames, land, water, forests, oceans, and 
seeds are both commodified and concentrated through privatization, 
concessions, policies favoring foreign direct investment, and intel-
lectual property regimes, while both collective and customary tenure 
systems and the individual rights of small-scale producers are often 
ignored or undermined. This leaves communities, farmers, and fishers 
vulnerable to eviction, exclusion, or the loss of control over critical re-
sources, including coastal fisheries and marine ecosystems.

Commodification of natural resources operates through concentra-
tion and state-controlled tenure and property regimes (e.g., property 
rights, titling), and through powerful economies shaping trade rules 
and international relations to their advantage (Borras & Franco, 2012; 
De Schutter, 2011; Liu et al., 2014; Fairhead et al., 2012; Franco et al., 
2013; van der Ploeg, 2011; Wise, 2009; Gálvez, 2018).

Concentration and extractivism drive commodification across land, 
water, seeds, biodiversity, and knowledge. Corporations have long 
leveraged political influence to expand extraction—backing military 
coups (Chapman, 2022), pushing water privatization (Galiani et al., 
2005), and appropriating plants used in Indigenous and traditional 
medicine. Inequitable trade agreements then lock in these dynamics 
as powerful states set the terms (UNEP, 2011), producing “accumula-
tion by dispossession,” as environmental wealth is transferred from 
weaker to stronger economies (Harvey, 2017).

The patterns discussed here lead to a host of negative food systems 
outcomes, including overexploitation, marginalization, and financial 
speculation. For instance, tenure insecurity, which allows rented land 
to be transferred without users’ consent, and water “scarcity” often 
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reflects political and social inequities in use rights rather than any 
physical lack (Falkenmark, 2013). Lack of long-term land tenure and 
local or public ownership of water infrastructure are associated with 
environmental degradation (Fearnside, 2001; Tseng et al., 2021; Marks 
et al., 2013). Erosion of communities’ control over seeds since the 
Green Revolution, which has been accelerated by genetic engineering 
and intellectual property restrictions, limits farmers’ self-determina-
tion in food systems.

Together these dynamics drive food insecurity and ecological crises—
climate change, soil depletion, biodiversity loss, collapsing fisheries, 
and water scarcity—which are structural outcomes of extractive, in-
dustrial food systems. Confronting them requires centering the most 
affected communities and small-scale producers, especially in the 
Global South, as well as empowering actors most aligned with sus-
tainable practices and equitable food access.

b.	 Innovation and Technology: Corporate Control, 
Narrative Capture, and Sidelined Alternatives

“Innovation” is not lacking; the issue is who defines it and whose ap-
proaches are legitimized and funded (Anderson & Maughan, 2021). 
Today’s tech palette—genetically engineered seeds, lab-grown and in-
dustrial “alternative proteins,” controlled-environment agriculture, and 
AI—joins a long lineage of technologies (precision agriculture, Green 
Revolution hybrids, synthetic inputs, motorization, the plow) that can 
raise productivity yet carry social and ecological costs (Danbom, 1979). 
The power problem again lies in ownership and control: capital-inten-
sive technologies sit in private and multinational portfolios and are 
marketed as silver-bullet fixes for everything from urban food insecu-
rity to climate change (Newell & Taylor 2018; IPES-Food 2022), crowd-
ing out plural, context-specific pathways.

Narrative capture reinforces this hierarchy: powerful actors brand 
their techno-solutions as “innovative,” while low-input, longstanding 
knowledge systems—technologies in their own right, like the ones 
present in complex systems as agroecology—are sidelined as inade-
quate or merely “traditional” (Daniel, 2013). The mandate to “scale up” 
as the singular route to sustainability reproduces productivist growth 
logics; even when institutions invoke “local knowledge,” it is often in-
strumentalized (Warren, 1991), and colonial stereotypes of traditional, 
local, and/or community based knowledge as backward and devoid of 
intellect persist. (Treakle & Krell, 2014).

c.	 Finance as a Driver of Exclusion

Financial flows in food systems reflect deep power inequities: cred-
it and insurance remain inaccessible to those who need them most; 
public funds and subsidies disproportionately reward industrial models; 
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climate finance prioritizes scale over diversity; and speculative capital 
destabilizes markets—all within a broader shift toward the financial-
ization of nature (Ouma et al., 2018) and of food systems (Clapp et al., 
2018), which recasts ecosystems and food as assets for investment 
and accumulation.

Small-scale farmers, fishers, traders, processors, Indigenous commu-
nities—and in particular women within these systems—face systemic 
exclusion from credit and insurance: collateral and land-title require-
ments and risk-management products designed for large operations 
leave them exposed to climate and market shocks (IPES-Food, 2021b; 
Clapp & Isakson, 2023; FAO & IPA, 2024; Farman et al., 2024). Public 
finance is often underfunded or oriented toward commercial agricul-
ture, and access policies either fail to include the most excluded or 
are captured by politically connected actors (IPES-Food, 2021b). The 
result is reliance on exploitative informal debt, deepening dependen-
cy and constraining investment in quality, innovation, and sustainable 
practices (Farman et al., 2024). 

Public subsidies and investment overwhelmingly favor industrial, large-
scale actors—via fertilizer/biofuel subsidies and public research—mak-
ing inputs for processed foods cheaper while underfunding fruits, veg-
etables, and other nutrient-rich options (Springmann & Freund, 2022; 
Reyes-García et al., 2025). Meanwhile, subsidies, procurement, and 
capital rarely reach agroecological producers, small-scale fisheries, or 
traditional markets; public money instead steers production toward 
export and luxury markets (Vorley et al., 2012; IPES-Food, 2021a). The 
result is a distorted playing field that entrenches an unfair cost ad-
vantage for industrial models, undermines diverse local systems, and 
is compounded by tax exemptions, loopholes, and financial leakage 
that shrink the fiscal space for equitable, sustainable food systems 
(Reyes-García et al., 2025).

Climate finance could drive a sustainable food system transition, but 
its current design often reinforces inequities by favoring large, easily 
quantified projects—monoculture reforestation and carbon offsets—
while sidelining agroecology and community-based systems (Palmer, 
2016; Chiriac et al., 2020). The same logic appears in food aid, which 
channels surplus commodities to marginalized locations, rather than 
investing in local production (Ferguson & Kepe, 2011), diverting funds 
from approaches that restore ecosystems, secure livelihoods, and 
sustain healthy local food.

Powerful financial institutions, hedge funds, and commodity traders 
shape global food markets through speculation and futures trading, 
amplifying price volatility that disproportionately harms low-income 
consumers and small producers (Isakson, 2014; Clapp, 2019; IPES-
Food, 2021b; Clapp, 2022). This financialization channels capital into 
extractive monocultures and recasts food as a speculative asset rath-
er than something meant to nourish people (Clapp & Isakson, 2018).
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d.	 Distorted Food Infrastructure Priorities

Control over infrastructure—including roads, ports, and cold storage—
sets the terms for participation in food supply chains: those without it 
face distress sales at low prices, while privileged actors capture dis-
proportionate value. These are political choices: investments shaped by 
neoliberal reforms, trade agreements, and “modernization” programs 
channel infrastructure toward industrial/export chains, entrenching 
dependence and excluding territorial food systems (see brief Food 
for All: Realizing the Transformative Power of Traditional and Informal 
Food Systems).

Public infrastructure investment skews toward export corridors, in-
dustrial supply chains, and urban hubs, while small producers, proces-
sors, traders, and territorial markets—crucial for local food security—
face deteriorating or absent facilities (HLPE, 2023; IPES-Food, 2024). 
These choices create path dependencies—large-scale irrigation and 
export-oriented cold chains—that lock in monocultures and hinder 
diversification (including neglected and underutilized species) due to 
inadequate processing, storage, refrigeration, and transport (see brief 
Harnessing Biodiversity: Neglected and Underutilized Species as Drivers 
of Structural Transformation).

Neoliberal retrenchment has hollowed out the state’s capacity to build 
and maintain infrastructure for domestic and territorial food systems 
(Mkandawire, 2001; De Schutter, 2014; IPES-Food, 2023a). Privatization 
and deregulation have shifted strategic assets—ports, highways, ener-
gy grids—toward private, trade-oriented priorities (De Schutter, 2014; 
IPES-Food, 2023b), shrinking the very notion of infrastructure as a 
public good and weakening governments’ ability to balance competi-
tiveness with equitable food access.

Traditional and informal infrastructures—local markets and small-
scale processing—are routinely dismissed as “inefficient,” yet they are 
essential for feeding vulnerable populations and sustaining diversified 
production (Simon, 2007; Kay, 2016; IPES-Food, 2024a). Modernization 
narratives tied to industrial agriculture, industrial fisheries, and super-
markets lead policymakers to neglect or dismantle these systems, un-
dermining affordability, access, and nutrition (IPES-Food, 2024a) (see 
brief Food for All: Realizing the Transformative Power of Traditional and 
Informal Food Systems).

Power Inequity 2: Governance and Politics—
The Architecture of Exclusion
Power in food systems is embedded in the very structures of gover-
nance and institutions that shape how decisions are made, by whom, 
and in whose interest. Governance is not merely about procedures—it 
is the terrain where power is accumulated, contested, and legitimized. 
As Clapp (2020) and Duncan and Claeys (2020) have argued, food gov-
ernance must be understood as deeply political, shaped by unequal 
relations of power across state, corporate, and civil society actors. 
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The power inequities that characterize governance in food systems—
both local, national and global—are far from incidental. They are rooted 
in weak state capacities, neoliberal reforms, and captured democracies 
that prioritize market-oriented approaches, reinforced by privileged 
knowledge systems and, today, made even more difficult by geopolit-
ical challenges.
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Governance Power Inequities Specific Themes

Neoliberal state retreat Low capacity of government

Prioritization of industrial and 
export-oriented supply chains

Captured democratic institutions Corporate lobbying, campaign 
finance, and revolving doors 
result in regulatory and policy 
capture 

Marginalization of essential 
actors

Privileged knowledge systems Western paradigms domi-
nate food governance and 
decision-making

Fractured geopolitics and 
cooperation

Trade tensions, wars and  
conflicts, food as a weap-
on, fracture in global aid 
architecture

a.	 Neoliberal State Retreat

Over the past four decades, neoliberal reforms have hollowed out the 
capacity of states to act in the public interest in food systems, shift-
ing their role from providers of public goods to facilitators of market 
growth (McKeon, 2015; Harvey, 2005; Peck & Tickell, 2002). This has 
meant the systematic withdrawal of the state from critical functions: 
regulating corporate power, ensuring equitable access to food, invest-
ing in infrastructure for domestic markets, and supporting small-scale 
producers. The result is a state apparatus that often lacks the capaci-
ty—or the political will—to intervene meaningfully in shaping food sys-
tems for the public good. States increasingly rely on the private sector 
to “deliver” food security through market mechanisms.

This shift has granted corporate actors disproportionate influence, 
normalizing the idea that food systems should be governed by the logic 
of competitiveness, productivity, and private investment. Multilateral 
institutions—such as the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), and the World Trade Organization (WTO) —have long promoted 
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I these paradigms, embedding neoliberal prescriptions into development 
aid, trade rules, and policy recommendations across the Global South 
(Bello, 2009). In some cases, weakened governments have increasingly 
outsourced major policy functions to the “Big Four” accounting and 
professional services firms—Deloitte, PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), 
Ernst & Young (EY), and Klynveld Peat Marwick Goerdeler (KPMG)—and 
the “Big Three” consultancies—McKinsey & Company, Boston Consulting 
Group (BCG), and Bain & Company. Their influence is not neutral: they 
promote market-oriented frameworks centered on efficiency, privat-
ization, and competitiveness (Sturdy, 2021), which marginalize social 
and ecological goals and limit the space for transformative alternatives.

b.	 Captured Democratic Institutions

Democratic institutions have been eroded by corporate lobbying, opaque 
campaign financing, and revolving doors between government and in-
dustry—processes intensified by neoliberal reforms. These dynamics 
have turned economic power into political influence and narrowed the 
scope of policy debate (Fuchs et al., 2011; Clapp & Fuchs, 2009). The 
result is a governance landscape where corporate influence extends 
far beyond markets, permeating regulatory and policymaking spaces, 
legal frameworks, and public investment decisions.

These dynamics do not simply bias decision-making—they structur-
ally exclude key actors, particularly small-scale producers, Indigenous 
communities, and food workers whose livelihoods are anchored both 
in biodiversity-rich, territorial food systems, as well as industrial food 
systems (IPES-Food, 2016; FAO, 2019). 

This corporate capture and marginalization of key actors operates on 
both national and global levels. Domestically, ministries tied to econ-
omy, trade, and industry often overpower those responsible for pub-
lic health, nutrition, or environmental protection—creating an imbal-
ance that privileges export and industrial sectors over public welfare. 
Technocratic governance structures, far from being neutral, frequently 
reflect and reinforce corporate priorities, sidelining the knowledge, 
needs, and rights of the most excluded. At the global level, while the 
Committee on World Food Security (CFS) (a UN-supported body bring-
ing together actors in government, institutions, NGOs, and civil soci-
ety) offers meaningful spaces for civil society, multi-stakeholder plat-
forms have increasingly been critiqued as parallel arenas that, under 
the guise of inclusivity, amplify corporate influence and reproduce 
existing power inequities (see brief Power Shift: Radical Restructuring 
of Food Systems Governance).

c.	 Privileged Knowledge Systems

Despite some inclusion efforts, food system governance continues 
to privilege Western knowledge, sidelining local, Indigenous, and 
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traditional perspectives (see brief Democratizing Diets: Strategies to 
Make Biodiverse, Healthy Diets Affordable and Accessible). This exclusion 
restricts participation—especially of women and Indigenous Peoples—
and undermines the value of Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), 
which has proven to strengthen management and biodiversity, alone 
or when combined with Western science (see brief Navigating a Blue 
Future: Reimagining Aquatic Food Systems). Such dynamics reinforce 
power inequities by determining whose knowledge counts and requiring 
fluency in, and willingness to engage with, Western systems in order 
to participate in policy processes.

d.	 Current Context: Fractured Geopolitics and 
Cooperation

The power asymmetries that define food systems governance today 
cannot be understood in isolation from the shifting political landscape 
in which they operate. The early 21st century has been marked by in-
tensifying geopolitical tensions and authoritarianism (see Scoones 
et al., 2021), and the fragmentation of multilateral institutions—all of 
which constrain the ability of states and global bodies to govern food 
systems in the public interest.

As geopolitical instability deepens, states are pressured to prioritize 
short-term national security and economic protectionism over inclu-
sive food policies. First, trade tensions have injected chronic volatility 
into food supply chains, destabilizing markets, and compromising the 
reliability of agricultural exports and imports. Second, public health 
crises and wars have exposed the fragility of globalized food systems, 
such as Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, which disrupted grain and 
fertilizer exports and heightened hunger risks in import-dependent 
regions like the Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa. Third, food is in-
creasingly weaponized as a geopolitical instrument, with one of the 
most egregious current examples being Israel’s siege of Gaza that be-
gan in 2023. 

This geopolitical volatility is unfolding just as the global aid architec-
ture fractures: major donors, such as the US Agency for International 
Development (USAID), are downsizing programs, and UN agencies 
face severe budget cuts. These shifts endanger millions who rely on 
food assistance but also expose how aid has historically promoted 
export-oriented, market-driven models aligned with donor priorities. 
At the same time, these disruptions create an opportunity to reorient 
aid toward more equitable territorial food systems.

The current wave of global disruptions suggests a deeper shift away 
from the post-Cold War liberal consensus—founded on multilateral 
cooperation and the alignment of markets with democracy—toward 
a multipolar, conflict-prone order where food and agriculture are in-
creasingly entangled in geopolitical struggles (Bello, 2009; Clapp, 2020). 
This consensus fostered some global collaboration on issues such as 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and climate change, even 
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if progress was slow and inadequate. Yet, at its core, this paradigm 
rested on a neoliberal faith in markets, privatization, and export-led 
growth, narrowing the range of legitimate policy options and sidelining 
more transformative alternatives (Peck & Tickell, 2002).

Power Inequity 3: Widespread Market 
Concentration
One of the clearest and most persistent manifestations of power in-
equities in food systems is the extreme concentration of corporate 
control across the entire food supply chain. From the inputs that fuel 
industrial agriculture to the global trade routes that move food across 
continents, a handful of powerful firms exert outsized influence over 
what is grown, how it is processed, and what ends up on supermarket 
shelves and restaurant menus. 
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I

Market Concentration  
Power Inequities

Specific Themes

Widespread market concentration Commonly analyzed activities: 
agrochemicals, grain trade,  
processing, retail

Less examined areas: fishing 
and aquaculture, logistics and 
shipping, asset managers  
and funds, technological firms, 
digital advertising

Historic foundations of 
concentration

Commodification and colonialism

Green Revolution and food aid

Trade liberalization and  
structural adjustment programs

Corporate logics prevail Negative outcomes: 
Homogenization of food produc-
tion and consumption; systemic 
fragility

Corporate structures resist 
change

a.	 Widespread Market Concentration

This extreme concentration of power is not a hidden phenomenon —  
it has been extensively documented and is now widely recognized 
as a defining feature of global food systems. Just four firms control 
over 60% of the global seed market and 70% of agrochemicals (Clapp 
et al., 2025; IPES-Food, 2017), while the “ABCD” global traders — ADM, 
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Bunge, Cargill, and Louis Dreyfus—dominate flows of major grains. 
Processing is similarly consolidated, with Nestlé, PepsiCo, and Unilever 
controlling vast global brand portfolios, and retail is concentrated at 
global, regional, and national scales, from Walmart and Carrefour to 
dominant domestic chains that shape access to culturally relevant 
foods (Howard, 2021). But concentration extends far beyond these 
familiar sectors: poultry breeding stock, cocoa trading, and bananas 
are equally dominated, while national and regional markets — such as 
soybean imports in China, rice seed sales in Nepal, or grocery retail in 
Australia — show similarly high levels of capture (Clapp et al., 2025). 

Concentration is equally stark in fisheries and aquaculture, where a 
handful of vertically integrated conglomerates control entire value 
chains—from harvesting to processing, distribution, and even certi-
fication. The top 10 seafood companies capture nearly 40% of global 
revenues, while 13 firms account for 11–16% of total fish catches (WBA, 
2019). Through vertical integration, powerful corporations secure raw 
materials, expand reach, and strengthen bargaining power (OECD, 
2010), which drives prices down and forces small-scale fishers into 
dependency (Crona et al., 2016). They also shape sustainability nar-
ratives via private eco-labels and corporate standards, and influence 
policy forums (see brief Navigating a Blue Future: Reimagining Aquatic 
Food Systems).

It also extends into logistics and shipping, where the COVID-19 pan-
demic revealed how the global food trade has become dependent on 
a few containerized routes and shipping companies, exposing just how 
fragile and tightly controlled this infrastructure is. Powerful firms dom-
inate key segments of freight and distribution, from shipping routes 
and cold chains to inland logistics hubs, exerting increasing influence 
over how food moves (IPES-Food, 2017; IPES-Food, 2021a). 

Corporate concentration is also deepening in sectors that indirectly 
but decisively shape food systems. In finance, private equity funds 
and asset managers such as BlackRock and Vanguard are expanding 
their influence through land acquisitions, commodity speculation, and 
control of food infrastructure (Clapp, 2019; Clapp, 2022; IPES-Food, 
2021a). In technology, consolidation is advancing via digital agriculture 
platforms, AI-driven precision farming, and proprietary data systems, 
creating new forms of control that extract value from data, logistics, 
and supply chain intelligence rather than from production itself (IPES-
Food, 2017). A few transnational firms like Google, Meta, and WPP 
dominate digital advertising, structuring visibility in ways that ampli-
fy ultra-processed food brands through paid content and viral cam-
paigns (Scrinis, 2016; Monteiro et al., 2019; IPES-Food, 2020; Matos et 
al., 2023; Fretes et al., 2025).  

b.	 Historic Foundations of Concentration

Corporate concentration in food systems is rooted in centuries of po-
litical and economic processes that commodified food and centralized 
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power in supply chains. Colonialism entrenched this trajectory by ap-
propriating land and labor through plantation systems that privileged 
export monocultures. Built on slavery and racial hierarchies, these ex-
tractive models created enduring structures of accumulation (Mintz, 
1985; Beckert, 2014).

In the 20th century, the Green Revolution — driven by US foreign policy 
and philanthropic support—spread hybrid seeds, synthetic fertilizers, 
and pesticides across the Global South, consolidating corporate con-
trol over technology (Perkins, 1997; Shiva, 2000; Patel, 2013). Food aid, 
particularly post-war programs like PL-480, functioned both to offload 
US agricultural surpluses and to open markets for industrial agricul-
ture abroad. Though presented as humanitarian, they reshaped con-
sumption in the Global South, entrenched dependencies, and paved 
the way for private-sector dominance (McMichael, 2009; Patel, 2007; 
Escobar, 2011).

More recently, trade liberalization and structural adjustment programs  
— often imposed through the IMF and the World Bank — dismantled 
state-led food systems, cut subsidies, and opened markets to foreign 
investment. These reforms facilitated corporate consolidation in retail, 
processing, and distribution while deepening reliance on imports and 
“privatized” food security (Weis, 2007; Clapp & Fuchs, 2009).

c.	 Corporate Logics Prevail

Corporate concentration reshapes food systems at every level — struc-
turing markets, prices, supply flows, consumption, and politics. Clapp 
et al. (2025) highlight three dimensions of this power: firms extract 
profits by exercising market power, shape material conditions through 
technologies, labor, and food environments, and influence governance 
to protect their interests. Taken together, these forms of power trans-
late into the homogenization of food production and consumption and 
growing systemic fragility.

Concentration drives homogenization: global markets reward unifor-
mity—monocultures, standardized processing, and ultra-processed 
foods—pressuring smallholders into a few commodity crops and side-
lining biodiverse systems, which results in ecological erosion and di-
etary monotony (Khoury et al., 2014; FAO, 2019; Anderson et al., 2021). 
It also heightens fragility: centralized chains in shipping, storage, and 
inputs amplify shocks from pandemics, conflicts, and extreme weath-
er—seen during COVID-19 and the Ukraine war—causing cascading 
disruptions, price spikes, and food insecurity in import-dependent 
countries (Clapp, 2023).

These outcomes are rooted in the very structure of corporate gover-
nance, which prioritizes shareholder value, short-term returns, and 
fiduciary duties to investors. Such imperatives constrain long-term, 
collective, or ecological commitments, while CSR initiatives and ESG 
metrics often function as reputational tools rather than structur-
al reforms (IPES-Food, 2017; Capucci, 2018). Corporate philanthropy, 
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particularly from major agrifood, tech, and finance firms, has funded 
innovation and emergency response but often promotes narrow tech-
nological fixes such as biofortified crops or precision agriculture. In 
doing so, it sidelines more transformative food systems approaches 
(Morvaridi, 2012; IPES-Food, 2017; Canfield, 2023; Patel, 2013).

Power Inequity 4: Precarious and Undervalued 
Labor
Labor in global food systems is marked by a persistent combination of 
historical legacies and contemporary inequities. Today’s food economy 
is built on “cheap labor”—exploited, precarious, low-paid, and often 
invisible work embedded in the very design of global supply chains 
(Patel & Moore, 2017). These dynamics are not incidental; they are em-
bedded in the economic models and governance structures that have 
shaped food systems over centuries. Understanding labor exploitation 
and precarity in this broader context requires examining how wage 
structures, employment patterns, and social hierarchies intersect 
to sustain a model that benefits from the undervaluation of work —  
particularly that carried out by marginalized and vulnerable groups.

Labor Power Inequities Specific Themes

Exploitation Food systems built on enduring 
labor exploitation

Precarity and underpayment Structural reliance on cheap labor

Marginalization, gender, and 
informality

Women, informal workers, 
Indigenous Peoples, and other 
marginalized groups are the 
lowest-paid, least secure

Migration and labor vulnerability Low-paid, long-hour roles with 
limited independent oversight

a.	 Exploitation

The food system is built on enduring labor exploitation, from slavery 
and indentured servitude that underpinned colonial agriculture (Mintz, 
1985; Carney, 2020) to today’s clandestine slavery, wage suppression, 
unsafe conditions, and gender- and race-based violence that dispropor-
tionately affects migrants and marginalized workers (Friedmann, 2005; 
Holt-Giménez & Harper, 2016; Jha & Yeros, 2023). Although some na-
tional policies and UN bodies like the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) address parts of the problem, agricultural labor policy remains 
fragmented and unfair; where protections exist, they are rarely en-
forced, sustaining a system that relies on cheap labor while denying 
its fundamental role in the global economy (Patel & Moore, 2017).
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b.	 Precarity and Underpayment

Precarity spans seasonal and day labor without guarantees, jobs lack-
ing benefits or grievance channels, and widespread underpayment 
below living wages — especially in agriculture, fisheries, and process-
ing — leaving workers exposed to volatile demand and sudden income 
loss (ILO, 2022). Crucially, this is a structural reliance on cheap labor 
in export-oriented, buyer-driven supply chains and concentrated retail, 
where downward price pressure is offloaded onto the lowest-paid via 
recruitment systems, migration policies, and subcontracting that ex-
ternalizes costs and suppresses bargaining power (Jha & Yeros, 2023; 
IPES-Food, 2024b).

c.	 Marginalization, Gender, and Informality

Women, informal workers, Indigenous peoples, and other marginal-
ized groups are concentrated in the lowest-paid, least secure seg-
ments of the food workforce; women’s informal and unpaid roles (e.g., 
family farm labor, small-scale food prep) are often invisible in statis-
tics and thus fall outside labor protections (ILO, 2022; HLPE, 2023). 
Indigenous communities face compounded disadvantages — histori-
cal land dispossession, limited access to training, and systemic dis-
crimination — while intersecting identities (gender, ethnicity, migration  
status) further entrench barriers to decent work and economic secu-
rity (IPES-Food, 2024b; ILO, 2022). Informality, while often stigmatized 
as a deficit, enables survival and flexibility for millions, yet exposes 
them to significant economic and physical insecurity, along with puni-
tive pressure from authorities that fail to recognize their fundamental 
role in food systems.

d.	 Migration and Labor Vulnerability

Migrants — documented and undocumented — are essential to harvest-
ing, processing, and distribution, yet are concentrated in low-paid, long-
hour roles with limited independent oversight; insecure legal status 
compounds risks (Renaut, 2003; Klassen & Murphy, 2020). Employer-tied 
recruitment or visa schemes heighten vulnerability to exploitation and 
retaliation (McLaughlin & Weiler, 2017; Klassen & Murphy, 2020), while 
refugees and asylum seekers are often pushed into informal work that 
lacks protections, exposing them to wage theft, unsafe conditions, and 
abuse (Palumbo et al., 2022).

From Narratives that Perpetuate Inequities to 
Policies that Confront Power
The analysis above demonstrates how power inequities in resources, 
corporate concentration, governance, and labor shape who has access 
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to food, who sets priorities, and who bears the social and ecological 
costs. Yet, as Anderson (2024) points out, dominant narratives continue 
to obscure these inequities. Productivism and the commodification of 
food, and the denial of historical and contemporary power inequities 
still underpin food policymaking and even proposals for more sus-
tainable futures. Rights-based approaches have made progress, with 
broader recognition of the Right to Food (OHCHR, n.d.) and of agro-
ecology—although the latter has also been co-opted in mainstream 
policy (Anderson and Maughan, 2021)—and partial acknowledgement of 
food sovereignty through the UN Declaration on the Rights of Peasants 
and Other People Working in Rural Areas (UNDROP). Still, mainstream 
solutions tend to emphasize modernization, formalization of supply 
chains, export-oriented value chains, waste reduction, and technical 
“fixes”, while leaving structural power inequities unaddressed.

Underlying all of this is the commodification of food, which limits 
the ways in which we imagine food systems functioning (Anderson, 
2024; Vivero-Pol et al., 2019). Treating food primarily as a tradable 
good serves market demand rather than human or ecological needs, 
and it sidelines spaces where food circulates outside for-profit log-
ics. Confronting this commodification ultimately requires addressing 
the structural power inequities that determine how food is produced, 
distributed, and governed.

For these reasons, the vision that follows places recognition of power 
inequities at the center of policies for transformation. What has long 
been highlighted in scholarship and social movement analysis is too 
often sidelined in policy; this report seeks to integrate those insights 
into concrete pathways for change.

Part II:  Power to Transform: A Vision and 
Recommendations for the Future of Food
No true transformation is possible without reshaping the underlying 
distribution of power.

Our vision for future food systems is that power is redistributed such 
that everyone has access to affordable, healthy, sustainable, and cul-
turally appropriate diets—and so ecological sustainability, inclusive 
governance, and self-determination can be achieved.

Achieving these outcomes requires confronting the structural power 
inequities that shape how food is produced, distributed, and governed. 
This report argues that addressing the power inequities detailed above 
must be a core policy objective for food systems transformation, because 
it is only by tackling these imbalances that we can secure lasting prog-
ress in food access, health, environmental sustainability, and equity.

Food system transformation cannot be pursued in isolation. It is bound 
up with the wider structures of poverty, inequality, and exploitation 
that shape access to good food. True change requires confronting the 
systemic drivers—low wages, precarious labor, environmental harm, and 
extractive development—rooted in economic and political paradigms 
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REDISTRIBUTE  
ACCESS TO,  
CONTROL, AND 
OWNERSHIP OF 
RESOURCES

RECLAIM CONTROL 
OVER FOOD  
ACCESS ACROSS 
PUBLIC, MARKET, 
AND COMMUNITY 
SYSTEMS

REBALANCE  
POWER BETWEEN 
ACTORS

REORIENT POLICY 
DISCOURSE AND 
NARRATIVES FOR 
FOOD SYSTEMS 
TRANSFORMATION
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From land to oceans: reclaim 
natural resources

Public investment for the 
public good: public finance, 
technology and innovation, 
infrastructure

Reorient markets around  
territorial and local food needs

Expand the public sphere of 
distribution and eating

Support communities to secure 
good food

Reduce corporate dominance 
and its negative impacts

Support movements and  
associations aligned with 
transformation

Revalue labor in food systems

Reclaim public power — the role 
of the state

Expose and contest narratives 
that sustain power inequities

Pressure key actors to address 
power explicitly

Prevent co-optation of power

Develop institutional capacities 
for reflection and adaptation

I Policy Recommendations 
to Confront Power in Food 
Systems
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that privilege short-term growth, corporate profit, and the geopolitical 
dominance of powerful nations over sustainability, equity, and public 
well-being. These dynamics are reinforced by narratives and discourses 
that allow corporations, governments, and powerful nations to pres-
ent themselves as agents of change, even while advancing opposing 
agendas or making only marginal adjustments that leave underlying 
structures intact.

However, while broader systemic change is undeniably necessary, this 
report focuses on concrete, actionable policy pathways to address 
specific power inequities within food systems. To this end, the chapter 
briefs in this report examine how power can be redistributed across key 
domains—agriculture, fisheries and aquaculture, supply chains, nutri-
tion, governance, and the valorization of neglected and underutilized 
species—and recommend concrete policies in each of these areas.

This section brings together core recommendations for addressing 
the power inequities analyzed above and advancing the vision of re-
balancing power in food systems. Informed by the chapter briefs in 
this report, the recommendations below are grouped into four cate-
gories: redistributing access to, control, and ownership of resources; 
rebalancing power between actors; reclaiming control over food ac-
cess; and reorienting policy discourses and narratives. These catego-
ries propose structured pathways for change, which are summarized 
in the following table.

Overview of Strategies and Policy Recommendations in this Chapter
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Strategy Policy Recommendations

Redistribute access to, control, 
and ownership of resources

From land to oceans: reclaim 
natural resources

Public investment for the public 
good: public finance, technology 
and innovation, infrastructure

Rebalance power between actors Reduce corporate dominance 
and its negative impacts

Support movements and  
associations aligned with 
transformation

Revalue labor in food systems

Reclaim public power—the role 
of the state
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Strategy Policy Recommendations

Reclaim control over food ac-
cess across public, market, and 
community systems

Reorient markets around  
territorial and local food needs

Expand the public sphere of  
distribution and eating

Support communities to secure 
good food

Reorient policy discourse and 
narratives for food systems 
transformation

Expose and contest narratives 
that sustain power inequities

Pressure key actors to address 
power explicitly

Prevent co-optation of power

Develop institutional capacities 
for reflection and adaptation

Recommendations 1: Redistribute Access, 
Control, and Ownership over Resources

The first set of recommendations addresses resources, broadly under-
stood to include natural resources (land, water, forests, and oceans), 
public and private finance (credit, subsidies, procurement, development 
bank lending, and climate finance), as well as technology, innovation, 
and infrastructure. While these areas are often treated separately in 
policy debates, considering them together as resources highlights the 
need to reorient how they are invested, governed, and made available. 
Placing this set of recommendations first reflects their centrality: re-
claiming and redistributing resources is the starting point for solu-
tions that serve the public good, advance ecological sustainability, and 
strengthen the actors and systems that provide food security.

I.	 Reclaiming Natural Resources, from Land to 
Oceans

Ensuring equity with respect to natural resources requires more than 
increasing access; without dismantling the power structures that ex-
clude marginalized communities, efforts risk entrenching the status 
quo. At stake is not just access but control—who governs land, water, 
forests, and seeds, and whose priorities and knowledge shape their 
use and stewardship.
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Strategy Policy Recommendations

Redistribute ownership and 
control, both individual and 
collective

Legal recognition of diverse  
tenure and use models

Participatory and inclusive 
governance

Recognize and promote collective 
natural resource access and 
management

Support to ensure equitable 
ownership and management 
rights for marginalized groups

Reorient economic policies 
around natural resources

Prevent land and water grabbing 
and speculation

Redirect subsidies to secure 
community access

Protect collective practices  
and use with respect to seeds, 
medicinal plants, and fisheries

Prioritize and protect Indigenous 
and traditional knowledge in 
natural resource management

Adopt a pluralist approach 

Reorient public research and 
extension

Reorient education and training

Redistribute Power Related to Natural Resources

a.	 Redistribute Ownership and Control, both 
Individual and Collective
Redistribution of ownership and control over natural resources is es-
sential to ensure fair access to food and to secure diverse ways of 
making a living. It is also one of the most controversial and politically 
difficult reforms to advance, often resisted by entrenched, powerful 
interests and difficult to place on national and international agendas. 
It requires affirming the right to self- determination in food systems, 
enabling communities and people to define their own agricultural, 
fishing, and gathering pathways according to their needs and contexts. 

This requires reclaiming control over land, seeds, and water sys-
tems. Evidence from community co-management systems shows that  
devolving decision-making to the local scale can strengthen food access 
and ecological sustainability (Agrawal & Ostrom, 2001). Land redis-
tribution must also ensure that redistributed land includes fertile, 
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well-located plots with access to water and markets. Public policies 
governing water should strengthen local capacity for allocation, en-
force strict safeguards against pollution, and prioritize investments in 
sustainable irrigation and watershed restoration that secure reliable 
access for marginalized groups.

Effective redistribution of ownership and control of natural resources 
requires legal recognition of diverse tenure, rights, and use models, 
including communal, collective, customary, individual, and mixed forms 
(Suhardiman & Scurrah, 2021a, 2021b). This should happen alongside 
institutional and financial support for cooperatives, peasant associa-
tions, Indigenous communities, and small-scale fishers. Redistributive 
reforms must also be adapted to local histories and contexts, and be 
shaped by local community priorities and by how equitably natural 
resources are currently distributed. In urban areas, legal recognition 
of diverse management demands zoning reforms, technical support, 
and prioritizing marginalized groups.

Participatory and inclusive governance that gives decision-making (not 
only advisory) power to marginalized groups should guide criteria for 
natural resource redistribution, monitoring of resource use, and con-
flict resolution. At the same time, policies should avoid approaches 
that overlook internal power dynamics or impose unwanted structures, 
since not all communities seek collective management. In some con-
texts, individual or hybrid forms of ownership and governance may be 
more appropriate. Policies must broaden support for equitable own-
ership and management rights for women, Indigenous Peoples, and 
other marginalized groups. Reforms must go beyond “gender-sensitive” 
or “inclusive” development approaches that leave underlying power 
inequities intact (Agarwal, 1992, 1994). 

There are several contemporary precedents for land and water re-
form initiatives, including: the Landless Workers Movement (MST), 
in Brazil; attempts to return white-owned land to Black communi-
ties in post-Apartheid South Africa; the Acequia water management 
system in Colorado, in the United States (Hicks and Peña, 2003); and 
Indigenous fisheries management in Canada (Lowitt et al., 2020). The 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) affirms 
the right of Indigenous communities to the lands, territories, and re-
sources they have traditionally used (United Nations General Assembly 
[UNGA], 2007), while research on women’s roles in fisheries manage-
ment highlights the importance of securing their participation in gov-
ernance and decision-making (Harper et al., 2017). If natural resource 
ownership management and reform is not taken seriously, community 
self-determination about food access is unlikely to occur.
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b.	 Reorient Economic Policies Around Natural 
Resources 

Economic policies should recognize land, water, forests, fisheries, 
medicinal plants, and seeds as essential for providing food and sus-
taining ecosystems, moving beyond treating them as commodities. 
This means embedding decommodification and community rights over 
natural resources—already affirmed in frameworks like UNDROP and 
UNDRIP—directly into investment, trade, and development policies, so 
that these resources are prioritized as the foundations of food provi-
sion and ecological health.

Economic policies should establish enforceable national and inter-
national mechanisms to stop dispossession through land and water 
grabbing, restrict speculative financialization of these resources, and 
strengthen and secure tenure for communities. Coordinated regula-
tion and enforcement are essential to close the legal loopholes that 
allow corporations and investors to capture critical resources for food 
access and better livelihoods (De Schutter, 2011). Further, subsidy  
regimes should be shifted toward strengthening community access, 
control, and sustainable use of land, water, and fisheries, and away 
from industrial exploitation of these resources. Public support should 
prioritize small-scale producers, Indigenous and communal manage-
ment systems, and local practices that safeguard both livelihoods and 
ecosystems.

Policies must safeguard collective practices of seed saving and ex-
change, and medicinal plant harvesting, from restrictive intellectual 
property regimes within the broader economic context. Legal mea-
sures limiting monopolies, further consolidation of the seed industry, 
and predatory patent litigation are a critical part of preventing biopira-
cy and ensuring community-level self-determination, future use, and 
management of these resources. Policies must further ensure trans-
parency and collective management — where desired by local com-
munities — in fisheries governance to prevent corporate capture. Such 
measures strengthen community autonomy in managing biodiversity 
and marine resources.

c.	 Prioritize and Protect Indigenous and Traditional 
Knowledge in Natural Resource Management

Indigenous, local, and community-based knowledge systems can en-
compass essential practices for managing land, water, seeds, and fish-
eries in ways that sustain food and ecosystems (Agarwal, 1992; Harper 
et al., 2017). Policies must not only recognize this diversity but embed 
it in decision-making at every level. This requires protecting communi-
ties’ control over their knowledge and avoiding top-down institution-
alization that risks appropriation (UNDRIP, 2007). Governments should 
ensure legal recognition of collective rights, guarantee substantive 
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community participation in natural resource governance, and support 
grassroots and farmer-led management systems (Agrawal & Ostrom, 
2001).

Policies and impact assessments in natural resource management 
should adopt a pluralist knowledge framework, integrating Indigenous, 
local, and community-based knowledge through mechanisms carefully 
co-designed with the communities in question, which can handle un-
certainty and conflicting perspectives, and recognizing Western science 
as only one form of knowledge among many. Crucially, such approach-
es must include legal safeguards against appropriation (UNGA, 2007) 
and protect intergenerational transmission of knowledge, including in 
informal spaces like community schools and gardens (Mares and Peña, 
2010; Reynolds and Cohen, 2016).

Publicly funded research and extension should be reoriented to further 
prioritize community-driven, transdisciplinary, and non-corporate ap-
proaches, centering Indigenous, local, and traditional knowledge sys-
tems (Escobar 2011.) Further, education for agriculture and food systems 
professionals should be oriented toward teaching critical awareness of 
colonial histories and power inequities in land- and water-based food 
systems, alongside technical skills. Models from groups such as the 
Agrarian Scholars of the Global South and Highlander: The Movement 
School demonstrate how centering local and Indigenous knowledge 
can reshape education to better serve diverse communities.

II. Reorient Public Investments for the Public 
Good
Public resources—whether money, technology, or infrastructure—are 
among the strongest levers shaping food systems. Redirecting them 
away from corporate and export priorities toward social, ecological, 
and community goals can shift power and define whose needs food 
systems are built to serve.
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Make finance work for food  
access, sustainability, and equity

Expand inclusive public finance 
institutions

Redesign risk management and 
insurance products

Redirect climate finance and de-
velopment-bank lending

Reorient Public Investments for the Public Good
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Strategy Policy Recommendations

Public finance as a tool to  
rebalance power

Tax harmful practices and rein-
vest in equitable food systems

Turn subsidies into drivers of 
sustainable food systems

Leverage public procurement to 
reshape food systems

Redirect technology and 
innovation

Reclaim innovation across the 
food system

Elevate diverse knowledge 
systems

Make technology serve local 
markets

Infrastructure for territorial food 
systems

Invest in territorial and  
community food infrastructure

Reassert public responsibility 
over strategic assets

Support and upgrade traditional 
and informal food markets

a.	 Make Finance Work for Food Access, 
Sustainability, and Equity

Reorienting financial flows—from credit and insurance to climate finance 
and development-bank lending—is essential to correct distortions and 
direct resources toward the actors and systems that genuinely provide 
food security and sustain ecosystems, rather than subsidizing capi-
tal-intensive models that perpetuate exclusion and ecological harm.

Governments should expand public banks and cooperatives, and 
guarantee schemes with explicit equity and sustainability mandates 
to ensure that smallholders and community enterprises gain access 
to affordable credit while safeguarding them from exploitative private 
lending. Public–community partnerships should design innovative  
insurance and risk-management tools that offer affordable coverage 
for climate and market risks, tailored to the specific needs of women 
and young producers. Climate finance and development-bank lend-
ing should also be reoriented away from large-scale, capital-intensive 
projects and toward small-scale producers, cooperatives, and com-
munities — the groups most affected by hunger and climate shocks, 
and the ones best positioned to build biodiverse and local and terri-
torial food systems.
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b.	 Turn Public Finance into a Tool for Food System 
Change

Aligning taxation, subsidies, and procurement with healthier diets, 
fairer livelihoods, and sustainable food systems can shift power away 
from dominant actors and toward actors and communities that drive 
transformation. Taxing activities that degrade the environment, exploit 
natural resources, or undermine health and nutrition — and eliminating 
the exemptions and leakages that favor large business and commodity 
traders — would free up revenues that can be reinvested in equitable, 
territorially rooted food systems.

At the same time, harmful subsidies that entrench monocultures, in-
dustrial fleets, or ultra-processed products should be redirected to 
farmers and fishers producing fruits, vegetables, pulses, neglected and 
underutilized species, and other diverse foods. Finally, the purchasing 
power of public institutions — schools, hospitals, etc. — can be leveraged 
to set new standards for what is valued in food systems, prioritizing 
agroecological producers, small-scale fishers, traditional markets, and 
local processors. Funds currently devoted to promotion of exports or 
luxury markets could instead be redirected toward inclusive and sus-
tainable procurement (see brief Harnessing Biodiversity: Neglected and 
Underutilized Species as Drivers of Structural Transformation).

c.	 Redirect Technology and Innovation for the 
Public Good

Innovation and technology should strengthen diverse knowledge sys-
tems, local markets, and everyday food needs, rather than advancing 
narrow corporate agendas. Expanding public funding for participato-
ry, open-access research across the food chain is crucial to prioritize 
farmer- and community-led needs and safeguard outcomes from cor-
porate capture. 

Agroecology, small-scale fisheries, and Indigenous and local practices 
must be recognized as central sources of innovation, with equal policy 
and funding support alongside scientific research through education, 
extension, and community-led initiatives. Public investment should 
also ensure that technology and innovation strengthen production 
and supply chains that feed local and territorial markets, rather than 
privileging export-oriented or luxury sectors.
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d.	 Reclaim Infrastructure for Territorial Food 
Systems

Strategic assets and facilities have long been captured by the logic 
of competitiveness and export. Reasserting public responsibility and 
investing in territorial and traditional infrastructures can shift control 
back toward the actors who actually feed people. Public investment 
should prioritize storage, processing, transport, and market facilities 
that serve small-scale producers and traditional markets, with col-
lective management models that combine state support with coop-
erative or community control.

Reasserting public responsibility also requires strengthening state 
capacity and regulation to ensure that ports, highways, and energy 
grids operate as public goods serving domestic food security, not just 
industrial supply chains and export markets. At the same time, tradi-
tional and informal markets should be supported and upgraded with 
improved safety, logistics, and infrastructure in ways that remain af-
fordable and inclusive, preventing the displacement of vendors and 
consumers while strengthening their role as key nodes of agroecology, 
sustainable fisheries, and territorial food systems.

Recommendations 2: Rebalance Power 
Between Actors with Stronger Regulations and 
Inclusive Institutions
Rebalancing power is not a matter of simply expanding participation; 
it is about strategically shifting political and economic influence away 
from extractive, profit-driven actors toward those rooted in sustain-
ability, equity, and public and collective interests. These recommen-
dations outline a structural agenda to redistribute power among four 
key actors in food systems: corporations, social movements and asso-
ciations, labor, and the state. It proposes measures to reduce concen-
tration and strengthen public oversight of corporations; to reinforce 
the capacities and influence of social movements and associations 
most aligned with food systems transformation; to revalue labor; and 
to rebuild state institutions so they can govern in the public interest.
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Strategy Policy Recommendations

Reduce market concentration 
and the negative impacts of  
corporate dominance

Reform competition policies in 
food systems 

Power proof environmental 
governance 

Regulate unfair and abusive  
contracting and labor practices 

Rein in financial speculation on 
food

Support social movements,  
associations, and communities 
aligned with transformation

Map transformative allies and 
pinpoint leverage for change

Redistribute formal power in 
governance

Support long-term organizing 
and shared infrastructure for 
collective power

Revalue labor in food systems Guarantee decent work

Protect and expand collective 
rights

Protect migrant and informal 
workers

Reclaim public power: The role 
of the state

Strengthen State capacity in 
core public functions

Democratize governance, with 
transparency, accountability

Transform economic governance 
and climate and biodiversity 
frameworks to also serve food 
systems goals

Rebalance Power between Actors, with Stronger Regulations and 
Inclusive Institutions 
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Rebalancing power also requires grappling with a shifting geopolitical 
context: growing multipolar tensions, weakened multilateralism, and the 
erosion of global governance have left food systems more vulnerable 
to fragmentation and capture. The struggle over who sets the rules —
whether for trade, technology, labor, or biodiversity — is intensifying.
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I a.	 Reduce Market Concentration and the Negative 
Impacts of Corporate Dominance

Reversing corporate dominance requires competition policy to move 
beyond narrow price considerations to curb mergers and vertical inte-
gration, embedding public interest tests and structural remedies that 
safeguard food access, working conditions, and ecosystems. Regulators 
should also address emerging forms of power, from digital platforms 
that control markets and data to financial actors that drive specula-
tion and influence land use.

Environmental governance should be “power-proofed” by moving be-
yond externality mitigation toward rules that actively restrain corpo-
rate interference in land use, biodiversity, emissions, and fisheries. 
Governments must also regulate unfair and abusive contracting, en-
suring fair purchasing arrangements, timely payments, safe working 
conditions, and robust labor rights for farmers, fishers, and food work-
ers. Finally, financial speculation on food must be reined in by re-reg-
ulating commodity derivatives markets, capping excessive specula-
tion, and treating food as a vulnerable public good, protected through 
transparent rules, public reserves, price stabilization tools, and stricter 
oversight of speculative flows.

b.	 Support Social Movements, Associations, and 
Communities Aligned with Transformation

Identifying and empowering the actors already advancing sustainability, 
food access, and equity — such as smallholder farmers, artisanal fish-
ers, traditional market vendors, food workers, Indigenous organizations, 
communities, grassroots movements, CSA networks, public-interest 
dietitians — is key to building collective influence in governance and 
markets. Public policies should redistribute formal power by moving 
beyond token inclusion and granting real decision-making authority to 
these groups, ensuring structured representation with voice and vote 
in national, local, and regional food councils, backed by resources that 
strengthen their negotiating capacity and autonomy.

At the same time, donors and governments must support long-term 
organizing and collective infrastructure, providing flexible, multi-year 
funding for small-scale producers, cooperatives, communities, and so-
cial movements, alongside legal recognition, access to decision-mak-
ing, and shared resources such as community media, regional hubs, 
and open-access digital tools. 
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I c. 	 Revalue Labor in Food Systems

Addressing labor exploitation and precarity requires rethinking how la-
bor is valued, governed, and organized across the entire food system. 
The implementation and enforcement of national frameworks aligned 
with ILO conventions should guarantee fair wages, safe conditions, 
paid leave, and universal social protections — including health insur-
ance and pensions — for all food system workers, from farm laborers 
and fishers to market vendors and food service staff, including those 
in informal and seasonal roles.

Governments must also protect and expand collective rights. Ratifying 
and enforcing ILO Conventions 87 and 98, preventing employer re-
taliation, and supporting diverse forms of worker organization—from 
unions and cooperatives to migrant associations and women-led col-
lectives — are essential to counter corporate control and build worker 
power. Migrant and informal workers, who remain central yet highly 
exploited, must be guaranteed core labor rights regardless of status. 
Instead of punitive approaches, governments should ensure legal rec-
ognition, access to services, and inclusion in labor governance, making 
labor rights a foundation of food system transformation.

d.	 Reclaim Public Power: The Role of the State in 
Food Systems Transformation

The state cannot remain a neutral regulator or passive facilitator of 
markets; it must act as a proactive agent of sustainability, equity, and 
food access. This requires robust public institutions capable of redis-
tributing power, regulating corporate influence, and guaranteeing the 
right to food and a healthy environment. Calling for a stronger state, 
however, is not without risks. In many contexts, public institutions are 
marred by corruption and elite capture. Food itself has been used as a 
tool of oppression, most starkly in conflict zones such as Gaza, where 
starvation is deployed as a weapon of war. Authoritarian regimes may 
also suppress dissent and perpetuate extractive models under the 
guise of sovereignty or economic growth. 

Rebuilding state power must therefore go hand in hand with radical 
democratization — strengthening civic participation, enforcing trans-
parency, and building institutional safeguards against abuse. 

Strengthening state capacity for the public interest means restoring 
essential functions—seed provision, extension, procurement, infrastruc-
ture—while also expanding into education, social protection, employ-
ment, fiscal policy, and territorial development. Democratic reforms 
in food governance must transform decision-making rules with con-
flict-of-interest safeguards, disclosure of lobbying and financial ties, 
and public-interest criteria for participation. Actors aligned with food 
systems transformation—farmers, workers, Indigenous peoples, and 
social movements—should be empowered with real authority. 
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Finally, economic governance must be reoriented to also serve food 
system goals: trade agreements should include binding food system 
criteria; climate and biodiversity frameworks must commit to structural 
reforms on land, emissions, and value distribution; and public invest-
ment and innovation policy should prioritize territorial food systems 
and agroecological infrastructure over extractive, export-driven models.

Recommendations 3: Guarantee Food Access 
Through Market, Public, and Community 
Mechanisms
A central task for the state is to guarantee access to good food, par-
ticularly for those who currently cannot afford or reach it. Rather than 
placing the burden on individuals—who may lack the information and/
or the means to eat well—or delegating food access to private actors 
whose main interest is profit, this approach reassigns responsibility 
to public institutions, social organizations, and communities. This in-
volves strengthening the social and public sphere concerned with food 
and eating, and challenging the dominant logic that prioritizes indus-
trial supply chains and export markets over feeding communities. It 
calls for the development of social infrastructure that supports the 
fair, healthy, and sustainable circulation of food.

Guaranteeing access demands a plurality of mechanisms—mar-
ket-based, public, community-driven, and hybrid—that work together 
to ensure food is treated not as a commodity but as a shared necessity.
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Reorient markets around  
territorial and local food needs 

Strengthen traditional and 
wholesale food markets

Advance healthy retail 
environments

Support consumer cooperatives.

Expand the public sphere of  
distribution and eating

Redesign public procurement 
systems

Create targeted subsidies for 
healthy foods

Establish public and commu-
nity-supported grocery stores, 
canteens, and dining halls

Reclaim Control over Food Access across Public, Market, and Community 
Systems



61

Strategy Policy Recommendations

Support communities to secure 
good food 

Support community kitchens 
and solidarity-based food distri-
bution systems

Support food banks to promote 
nutritious food access

Expand mobile markets 
outreach

a.	 Reorient Markets around Territorial and Local 
Food Needs

Guaranteeing access to good food requires supporting the diverse 
market spaces and actors that have long sustained communities but 
remain overlooked in policy and investment. Strengthening traditional, 
informal, and wholesale markets through investment in infrastructure, 
safety, and governance—and integrating them into urban and territo-
rial food planning—would connect small-scale producers with con-
sumers, promote biodiversity, and build fairer, shorter supply chains.

Reorienting markets also means reshaping retail environments to en-
sure that healthier food options prevail. Beyond the progress achieved 
through front-of-pack labels, taxes on unhealthy products, and ad-
vertising restrictions, zoning laws can reduce the saturation of con-
venience stores in vulnerable neighborhoods, while public incentives 
can expand the presence of vendors selling fresh, nutritious foods 
that reflect territorial and community needs. Consumer cooperatives 
should also be supported as vehicles for market power, expanding af-
fordable access to healthy food and strengthening ties with sustain-
able producers, backed by public seed funding, legal recognition, and 
technical assistance in underserved areas.

b.	 Expand the Public Sphere of Distribution and 
Eating
Food access should not depend on market forces alone. Public in-
stitutions can play a pivotal role in guaranteeing universal access to 
healthy, sustainable, and culturally appropriate food. Redesigning public 
procurement systems in schools, hospitals, and food assistance pro-
grams offers one of the most effective ways to reshape supply chains, 
create predictable demand for small-scale producers, and rebuild state 
coordination capacity in distribution and logistics. 

Governments should also create targeted subsidies for nutritious foods 
such as fruits, vegetables, legumes, and other staples, with particular 
focus on low-income households. These measures should be linked 
to progressive fiscal reforms, including taxes on ultra-processed foods 
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and sugary beverages, with revenues reinvested in public health and 
equitable food access. 

Finally, public and community-supported grocery stores, canteens, and 
dining halls should be recognized as essential infrastructure within a 
broader agenda of care and the food commons. In urban areas where 
commercial options are unaffordable, unhealthy, or exclusionary, these 
spaces can guarantee dignified access to food while also creating de-
cent employment for grocery workers and food vendors, and reducing 
the daily burden of food preparation for low-income households. While 
publicly funded, they need not be exclusively state-run; governments 
can partner with social enterprises and community organizations to 
ensure accessibility, inclusivity, and long-term sustainability.

c.	 Support Communities to Secure Good Food

Community-based mechanisms are essential to countering concentrat-
ed power in food distribution. When backed by policy and resources, 
they can shift control over food access toward organized communi-
ties, food workers, and small producers. Community kitchens—unlike 
public canteens, which are state-led—represent self-organized infra-
structures that emerge in moments of crisis or persistent exclusion. 
They respond flexibly to local needs, channeling food from donations 
or mutual aid networks, and in doing so demonstrate how communities 
can build resilience and solidarity when markets and governments fail.

Other forms of community-led food distribution deserve similar sup-
port. Food banks should move away from dependency on corporate 
surplus and calorie-dense but nutrient-poor diets, instead prioritiz-
ing fresh, nutritious food through community-driven models. Public 
institutions can strengthen these efforts by redirecting surplus from 
procurement programs, subsidizing transport, and linking food banks 
to local producers. Mobile markets also offer a practical way to deliv-
er healthy food to underserved neighborhoods; public backing should 
focus on infrastructure, coordination, and affordability, ensuring these 
systems remain rooted in communities rather than absorbed by com-
mercial actors.

Recommendations 4: Confronting Power 
Inequities in Policy Discourse and Narratives 
for Food Systems Transformation
At the start of this chapter we noted how most powerful actors in 
food systems policy either ignore or actively avoid confronting pow-
er asymmetries. Yet taking on this task is precisely their most urgent 
responsibility. For decades, social movements and critical scholars 
have exposed the narratives and discourses that legitimize inequality, 
extractivism, and exclusion. Recent work (IPES-Food, 2022; Anderson, 
2024) has added to this effort. 

R
eclaim

ing Pow
er in Food System

s: From
 Inequities to Transform

ative Policies 

I



63

What we argue here is that the work of contesting power inequities 
in mainstream food systems narratives and policy discourses cannot 
remain confined to social movements and academics—it must ex-
tend to those institutions charged with defending the public good. 
Governments, United Nations agencies, international NGOs, and do-
nors too often retreat into technical framings that protect their polit-
ical survival but reproduce systemic harm. 

If these entities genuinely seek to achieve food security and ecologi-
cal sustainability, their responsibility in policy discourse is to address 
power inequities directly, rather than shelter behind technical framings 
that perpetuate them, and to acknowledge the historical and contem-
porary contexts in which these inequities are embedded. These key 
policy and food systems actors must do four key things:
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Confront Power Inequities in Policy Discourse and Narratives

Expose and contest narratives

Public finance as a tool to rebalance power

Redirecting technology and innovation

Infrastructure for territorial food systems 

a.	 Expose and Contest Narratives that Sustain 
Power Inequities

These actors should analyze and expose how narratives are produced, 
financed, and communicated to sustain existing power inequities—and 
create and sustain spaces where dissonant and marginalized discourse 
can unsettle the boundaries of what is considered possible. Narratives 
do not emerge spontaneously; they are generated and circulated by 
powerful actors, from consultancies and philanthropies to corporate 
lobbies and multilateral agencies, each with interests in maintaining 
the status quo. Naming these infrastructures of narrative production 
from within policymaking settings is essential, as is opening and sup-
porting arenas where social movements, scholars, and other groups 
aligned with transformation can contest dominant framings and expand 
the field of legitimate debate. The CFS already does this, and a pro-
posal to create a corollary to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) for food has been critiqued as repetitive and a co-opta-
tion move (IPES-Food, 2021c), but policy must support more venues 
for integrated work to challenge power inequities in food systems.
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b.	 Pressure Key Actors to Address Power Explicitly

These actors must pressure key food systems actors to bring power 
explicitly into their work, debates, tools, and policy instruments. This 
means rejecting the temptation to depoliticize issues into technical 
categories or managerial challenges. Instead, power inequities must 
be treated as central objects of analysis and action in food systems 
policy, development banks, aid, philanthropy, and finance, shaping 
everything from program design to budget allocation and evaluation 
frameworks. Without this, “addressing power” risks becoming a rhe-
torical flourish rather than a substantive commitment.

c.	 Prevent Co-optation of Power

These actors must be proactive in resisting the co-optation of work 
on power. Once the language of “power” enters official reports and 
policy discourses, it can be easily neutralized— acknowledged at the 
level of discourse but left untouched in practice, as has been the 
case with agroecology as noted above. To prevent this, key actors, 
including independent institutions and researchers, must distinguish 
between discursive inclusion of the term and genuine shifts in agen-
da, accountability, and redistribution. Otherwise, invoking “power” in 
policy change discourse, without actually addressing power inequities, 
serves as a shield that protects existing arrangements rather than a 
lever to transform them.

d.	 Develop Institutional Capacities for Reflection 
and Adaptation

Key organizations and actors must support and develop dynamic in-
stitutional capacities for reflection and adaptation, recognizing the 
speed with which transformative concepts are co-opted. Again, terms 
like “sustainability” and “agroecology” are quickly absorbed by corpo-
rate and state actors, often emptied of their political, nutritional, and 
ecological substance. To remain effective, strategies to address power 
inequities in food systems must anticipate this dynamic, recalibrat-
ing discourses and practices as soon as signs of dilution or narrative 
capture appear. This requires, for example, that institutional cultures 
in major organizations are reflexive and responsive, rather than static 
or bureaucratic.

Across all of these recommendations, all governments, United Nations 
agencies, international NGOs, and donors must take very seriously the 
differences in power between governments, globally and address these 
inequities in policy negotiations. While all governments have the re-
sponsibility to work toward food security and ecological sustainability 
in their nations, regions, and territories, those governments with less 
political and economic power often see the well-being of their people 
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and environment brushed aside or addressed in relatively minor ways 
in policy negotiations, due in part to the lower level of political clout 
and influence that they hold. Examples of this are plenty, and include, 
recently, UN Climate Change Conference (COP29) agreements in 2024 
to provide payments to Global South nations to aid in their adaptation 
to climate change. Though a step in the right direction, the agreed-up-
on payments were a far cry from what had been demanded by the 
governments of some of the Global South nations slated to receive 
the funds (“COP 29 UN Climate Conference Agrees to Triple Finance 
to Developing Countries,” 2024; Deal ‘too little, too late,’ 2024). The 
power inequities apparent in such negotiations and outcomes as they 
pertain to food systems policy must be confronted and addressed.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined power inequities as a fundamental driver 
of many of the access, health, environmental, and economic inequal-
ities in global food systems, from local to global scales.

We have proposed a vision of redistributing power to ensure access 
to affordable, healthy, sustainable, and culturally appropriate diets 
for all, promoting ecological sustainability, inclusive governance, and 
self-determination. To this end, our strategic recommendations have 
called for redistributing access to, control and ownership of resourc-
es; rebalancing power between actors, with stronger regulations and 
inclusive institutions; reclaiming control over food access across pub-
lic, market, and community systems; and reorienting policy discourse 
and narratives for food systems transformation. 

In keeping with the analyses of power and inequities that opened this 
chapter (e.g., Sen, 1981; Fakhri, 2024; IPES-Food, 2025), we conclude 
by underscoring two key points:

First, food systems challenges that are often the focus of policies–no-
tably those about food insecurity and access, but also health and the 
environment–are the outcomes of decisions made by governments in 
the context of inequitable political, economic, and, in some contexts, 
military power dynamics between governments and global regions. 
These challenges are “avoidable” (as referred to by the WHO concept 
of inequity noted at the beginning of this chapter).

Second, power inequities in food systems exist not only between com-
munities or individuals on one hand and governments or corporations 
on the other. While these inequities certainly exist and create negative 
food systems outcomes, there are inequitable power dynamics be-
tween governments and regions that leave the less powerful among 
them little choice but to concede to decisions that may ultimately 
harm their populations and/or the environment.

Policies that aim to eliminate hunger, poverty, environmental degrada-
tion, and want must take power inequity seriously and then take deci-
sive actions to confront its causes. Policy makers are, broadly, aware 
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of these inequities, but need to act upon this awareness even if it is 
politically risky or uncomfortable. Policy must also give credence to 
analyses by social movements and critical scholars of the root prob-
lem (power inequities) in order to realize transformative food policies.

The chapter briefs that follow provide more specific analyses and rec-
ommendations to address power inequities in several areas of food 
systems: agroecology, aquatic foods, neglected and underutilized 
species (NUS), diets and health, seeds, food supply chains, and food 
system governance. 
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Reclaiming Agriculture: 
Unveiling the Trans-
formative Potential of 
Agroecology 
María Fernanda Mideros Bastidas 

Introduction
The industrial food system—built on monocultures, global supply 
chains, and resource extraction—has driven ecological degradation, 
social inequality, and the erosion of diverse food cultures. Agroecology 
offers a transformative alternative: not just a set of practices, but a 
pathway to rebalance power in food systems by challenging corporate 
control and centering ecological regeneration, social justice, and food 
sovereignty. To unlock its full potential, we must confront the struc-
tural barriers that limit its expansion.

Diagnosis
From Industrial Agriculture to the Depoliticization of 
Agroecology 
The global food system as it exists today reflects the outcome of a long 
historical trajectory shaped by colonial exploitation, capitalist accumu-
lation, and neoliberal restructuring. This evolution has institutional-
ized an industrial model based on monocultures, high external inputs, 
and export-oriented supply chains (Vivero Pol, 2013; Benton & Bailey, 
2019). While this system has achieved significant gains in productivi-
ty, it has done so at immense ecological and social costs, threatening 
both planetary boundaries and food security. 

In response to the failures of the industrial food system, a range of 
alternative approaches under the banner of “sustainable agriculture” 
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II has emerged—such as sustainability certifications, climate-smart agri-
culture, and regenerative agriculture (El Bilali et al., 2021; Velten et al., 
2015; Zhang, 2024). However, many of these initiatives remain embedded 
within reformist or technocratic frameworks. Their focus on incremen-
tal change often fails to confront the systemic roots of environmental 
degradation and rural inequality (Struik & Kuyper, 2017; Tittonell, 2014). 
As such, they may inadvertently perpetuate the status quo.

Agroecology offers a more holistic and transformative alternative. 
Though rooted in ecological science, it extends into social, cultural, 
and political spheres. Anchored in principles of territorial autonomy, 
equity, and participatory governance, agroecology seeks to reconfigure 
food systems around values of justice, resilience, and sustainability. 
Despite its scientific legitimacy and documented benefits, it remains 
underrepresented in global policy debates, constrained by structural 
power inequities and insufficient institutional support (Giraldo & Rosset, 
2022; Martínez Valle & Martínez Godoy, 2019).

Despite growing recognition across academia, civil society, and policy 
spheres, agroecology remains a highly contested domain. In various 
global governance spaces, agroecology is often stripped of its radical 
critique of power and its emancipatory agenda, reduced instead to a 
set of technical practices or yield-enhancing strategies. This depolit-
icization not only distorts its original meaning but also weakens its 
capacity to challenge structural injustices and drive systemic trans-
formation (Anderson & Maughan, 2021; Anderson et al., 2019).

Power Analysis
How Structural Power Inequities Undermine 
Agroecological Transformation 
Agroecological transformation is increasingly recognized as being con-
strained by structural power inequities. These power inequities—root-
ed in global socio-economic and political systems—profoundly shape 
the distribution of land, knowledge, capital, and decision-making au-
thority across regions and stakeholder groups (Ocampo et al., 2022). 
Such systemic inequalities significantly undermine the transformative 
potential of agroecology, relegating it to fragmented, localized exper-
iments rather than enabling it to emerge as a coherent alternative to 
the prevailing corporate-led food regime. Overcoming these challenges 
requires more than technical improvements in agricultural practice. 
It demands a profound restructuring of resource access and owner-
ship—including land and water—as well as transformative shifts in 
governance, education, research, and financial systems. 

Insecure labor conditions and employment constitute a fundamen-
tal barrier to agroecological transition. Historical processes—such as 
colonial land appropriation and the capitalist restructuring of agricul-
ture—have entrenched precarious employment and normalized forms 
of forced and undervalued labor (Ekumah, 2024). From an agroecolog-
ical perspective, labor holds both promises and challenges: although 
diversified, local food systems can generate dignified livelihoods and

R
eclaim

ing A
griculture: U

nveiling the Transform
ative Potential of A

groecology



70

strengthen community resilience, these benefits are often limited by 
weak labor protections, informality, and lack of social support. 

Land concentration—driven by speculation, large-scale acquisitions, 
and so-called “green grabs”—is a critical structural barrier to agro-
ecological implementation. Across Asia, Africa, and Latin America, 
smallholders and Indigenous communities have been displaced by cor-
porate investors, financial actors, and feudal landholders, leading to 
the monopolization of land ownership (Lowder et al., 2021; Ramdas & 
Pimbert, 2024; IPES-Food, 2024). These dynamics have reshaped ten-
ure systems and eroded the security required for long-term agroeco-
logical investment. Further compounding the problem, market-based 
climate solutions and infrastructure projects frequently encroach on 
arable land, deepening rural poverty and threatening local food systems 
(Parola, 2021; Nhantumbo & Salomão, 2010). Discourses of sustainabil-
ity are often instrumentalized to justify these forms of dispossession.

Similar patterns appear in water governance, where access and rights 
are often allocated based on institutional control and political influ-
ence, reinforcing existing social and economic inequalities. Smallholders 
and marginalized communities are routinely excluded from water ac-
cess due to the dominance of extractive industries and large-scale 
agro-industrial operations, both in practice and in policymaking spaces 
(Zeitoun et al., 2011; DeLonge & Basche, 2017). Dominant frameworks 
tend to treat water as a commodity,  thereby sidelining agroecologi-
cal approaches that emphasize water as a commons and advocate for 
community-based, sustainable water management.

Agricultural governance is deeply centralized, favoring technocratic de-
cision-making and corporate interests while excluding the grassroots 
actors who produce most of the world’s food (Clapp, 2021; McMichael, 
2016). Laws and policies often entrench corporate control rather than 
enabling agroecological transitions (HLPE, 2019; van der Ploeg et al., 
2020), and powerful agribusiness and financial lobbies actively block 
reforms that could shift power over land, inputs, markets, and knowl-
edge (da Costa & McMichael, 2007). 

Dominant systems of innovation and knowledge perpetuate epistem-
ic hierarchies that devalue agroecological perspectives. Research pri-
orities continue to favor industrial technologies, biotechnology, and 
top-down innovation, sidelining farmer-led knowledge and Indigenous 
practices (Pingali, 2012). Intellectual property regimes reinforce the 
asymmetries that restrict access to seeds, techniques, and information, 
therefore consolidating power in private hands (Radic & Gardeazabal, 
2024; Leeuwis et al., 2021). 

Market systems privilege large-scale, capital-intensive agriculture, 
marginalizing smallholders and territorially rooted initiatives through 
exclusionary supply chains and certification standards (Altieri & Nicholls, 
2012; IPBES, 2019). While local markets and cooperatives offer fairer 
alternatives, they face structural disadvantages, such as poor infra-
structure and limited public support (IPES-Food, 2024; HLPE, 2019). 
Certification schemes often worsen these inequities by imposing costs 
and administrative burdens that exclude diverse producers (Oya et al.,
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2017; Thornton et al., 2023; DeLind, 2011; Sacchi et al., 2024).

Vision
Reclaiming Power and Commons: Advancing a Justice-
Oriented Agroecological Transformation 
A truly transformative agroecological transition requires a fundamen-
tal shift in power relations, moving beyond technical fixes to embrace 
agroecology as a holistic framework grounded in ecological integri-
ty, social justice, and democratic participation. This vision rests on 
three strategic pillars: (1) ensuring equitable access, ownership, and 
control of land, water, finance, and dignified labor by treating them as 
commons rather than commodities; (2) democratizing knowledge and 
food economies through inclusive education, local food systems, and 
solidarity-based markets; and (3) reshaping governance to redistrib-
ute power and embed participatory decision-making across all levels. 
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Recommendations

Equitable access, control, and ownership of land, wa-
ter, finance, and decent work 

To advance agroecology, we must treat land, water, 
finance, and labor not as commodities but rather as 
shared resources governed democratically.

• 	Redistribute land by securing communal tenure, 
preventing speculation, and enabling participatory 
governance.

• Recognize collective land management through legal 
support for grassroots land rights movements.

• Embed ecological goals in land reform, prioritizing 
soil, biodiversity, and community stewardship.

• Guarantee equitable water access via participatory 
governance and infrastructure for smallholders.

• Redirect public finance to small-scale, diverse pro-
ducers using inclusive and participatory tools.

• Ensure decent rural work by eliminating exploitation, 
providing protection, and supporting cooperative 
employment.

Democratize Knowledge Systems and Food Economies

Agroecological transformation requires dismantling ex-
clusionary systems and building inclusive, place-based 
alternatives.

• Reform education and agricultural extension services 
to center sustainability, local knowledge, and food 
sovereignty.

• Reorient research and innovation toward commu-
nity-driven, transdisciplinary, and anti-corporate 
approaches.

• Support agroecological cooperatives with legal, fi-
nancial, and logistical backing.

• Strengthen territorial markets through infrastruc-
ture, networks, and equitable trade rules.

• Use public procurement to generate demand for 
agroecological products, especially in schools and 
health systems.

• Create long-term public financing mechanisms, such 
as agroecology funds with participatory governance.

1
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Transform Governance to Redistribute Power

Agroecology requires a deep restructuring of gover-
nance to shift power away from corporate actors and 
toward communities.

• 	Promote decentralized, polycentric governance that 
centers grassroots participation and limits corporate 
influence.

• 	Institutionalize feminist agroecology by embedding 
gender equity and resourcing women-led initiatives.

• 	Enable bottom-up governance, grounded in local 
ecologies, cultures, and cross-regional collaboration.

• 	Support social movements through direct funding 
and formal roles in policy co-creation.

• 	Anchor agroecology in rights-based frameworks, 
especially the right to food, to institutionalize its 
legitimacy.

3
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Navigating a Blue Future: 
Reimagining Aquatic Food 
Systems
Nicolás Rovegno Arrese 

Introduction
Global aquatic food systems are at a critical crossroads, the result 
of increasing pressure from deeply entrenched power dynamics that 
distort decision-making. The central problem lies in governance that 
systematically prioritizes short-term economic gains over long-term 
sustainability, social equity, and ecosystem health. This extractive logic 
has not only led to severe environmental degradation and weakened 
the resilience of food systems but has also marginalized the needs 
of coastal communities and affected the availability of aquatic foods 
for those who need them most. To build a more just and sustainable 
future, it is essential to address the structural causes that perpetu-
ate these power imbalances. This requires a critical analysis of how 
resources are allocated, who participates in decisions, and what nar-
ratives dominate a sector vital to global food security and biodiversity. 
The challenge is to move from treating the symptoms to transforming 
the structures that cause them, reimagining a system that nourishes 
both people and the planet.

Will aquatic foods help feed those who need them the most, or will 
they become a luxury item for the wealthy? Will aquatic food systems 
be fueled by abundant biodiversity, or will ecosystem collapse leave 
us reliant on a small number of resilient and commodified species? 
Will these systems be governed by inclusive decision-making, or will a 
few powerful industries and nations continue to control aquatic foods?
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III Diagnosis
How the shift from commons to commodities re-
shaped aquatic food systems 
The current crisis in aquatic food systems is the result of a long his-
torical evolution that has transformed marine resources from locally 
managed commons into globally traded commodities. Initially, coastal 
communities governed fishing grounds as common goods under tra-
ditional systems that balanced use and sustainability (Berkes, 1985). 
However, the introduction of preservation technologies, such as salt-
ing and drying, initiated a transition toward commodification (Pitcher 
& Lam, 2015).

This trend accelerated dramatically during the Industrial Revolution and 
the colonial period in the 19th and 20th centuries, when steam pow-
er and refrigeration enabled industrial-scale exploitation. This model, 
often imposed by colonial powers, prioritized export economies, mar-
ginalized traditional fishing practices, and showed the first signs of 
ecological collapse in populations such as herring and cod (Jackson 
et al., 2001; Bolster, 2018).

Post-war industrialization (1950–1990) deepened this extractive log-
ic (Wintersteen, 2018). Advances such as sonar and freezer trawlers, 
together with the institutionalization of Maximum Sustainable Yield 
(MSY) as a management paradigm, consolidated a vision of the ocean 
as a space for mass production (Finley, 2016). Simultaneously, the “Blue 
Revolution” in aquaculture created a new dependence on fishmeal, 
diverting nutritious fish from the Global South to feed luxury species 
destined for Northern markets (HLPE, 2014; Naylor et al., 2021). Despite 
growing rhetoric around sustainability since the 1990s, the underly-
ing power structures persist, manifesting today in chronic overfishing, 
corporate capture of policy, and the perpetuation of inequalities un-
der new discourses such as the “Blue Economy” (Barbesgaard, 2017; 
Bennett et al., 2021).

Power Analysis
Who controls the catch? Power, profits, and exclu-
sion in aquatic food systems
Corporate control: The oceans have their own giants but are ultimately 
controlled by a small number of corporate titans: a few actors decide 
what is caught, how the catch is processed, and even what narratives 
are told. When the same group controls fleets, fish meal factories, 
processing plants, and brands, the game is stacked before it even be-
gins. Research has identified how a few global corporations have con-
centrated power over marine catches, thereby positioning themselves 
to shape global markets and policy priorities (Österblom et al., 2015; 
Virdin et al., 2021). 

A similar situation can be seen in aquaculture, where transnational 
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production models are formed through consolidation and vertical in-
tegration (Asche et al., 2013; Quiñones et al., 2019; Pandey et al., 2023). 
Likewise, many of these companies also hold prominent positions in 
international sustainability initiatives and policy forums, from which 
they lobby, shape agendas, and advance arrangements consistent 
with policy and regulatory capture (Carr & Scheiber, 2002; Okey, 2003; 
Steinberg, 2006; Boyce, 2010).

Ocean commodification: The commodification of fish transformed re-
sources essential for community subsistence into global commodities, 
displacing their cultural, nutritional, and ecological value with emi-
nently economic criteria (Longo & Clark, 2012; Pitcher & Lam, 2015). In 
this transition, a simple translation from science to policy was sought. 
Maximum Sustainable Yield (MSY) was introduced as that simple 
concept, which proposed the idea that there is a “largest catch” that 
can theoretically be taken from a species’ stock without depleting it. 
However, by reducing ecological and social complexity to a single num-
ber, its use led to productivity targets and increasingly narrow safety 
margins (Larkin, 1977; Hilborn, 2010; Roberts et al, 2024). 

What should have been a precautionary limit ended up becoming an 
operational goal, susceptible to business and market pressures. This 
interpretation became institutionalized in international agreements, 
even when scientific advice called for greater caution. The accumulated 
evidence documents the pitfalls of managing “to the maximum” and 
the risks we take when aiming for, or even exceeding, that threshold 
(Carpenter et al., 2016; New Economic Foundation, 2019; Gilmour et 
al., 2025). Correcting course involves refocusing on fish as food and a 
public good and adjusting the rules to that end (Bennett et al., 2021).

Ocean neocolonialism and imperialism: The waters around many coun-
tries in the Global South feed distant tables in other countries. Foreign 
Access Agreements negotiated under conditions of unequal power have 
institutionalized asymmetries in access and value capture. Most of what 
is extracted by external fleets is exported, and only a fraction remains 
for local consumption (European Commission: Directorate-General for 
Maritime Affairs and Fisheries et al., 2023). Simultaneously, payments 
for access are often minimal, in some cases as low as 1:20 ratio of 
market value (Englander & Costello, 2023). This scheme is sustained 
by subsidies that make it profitable to operate thousands of miles 
away (Sala et al., 2018; Kroodsma et al., 2018; Tickler et al., 2019) and 
is associated with risks of illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) 
fishing and forced labor (Agnew et al., 2009; McDonald et al., 2020). 

This has been defined by literature as ocean grabbing, as it shifts ben-
efits and decisions away from coastal communities (Bennett et al., 
2015; Barbesgaard, 2017). Normalizing ocean grabbing has meant pri-
oritizing exports and distant-water extraction (Alder & Sumaila, 2004; 
Gephart et al., 2024), creating short-term revenues while undermining 
food security and nutrition in coastal societies (Okafor-Yarwood et al., 
2020; Nash et al., 2022).

Subsidization and cost externalization: Fishing (and sometimes over-
fishing) often cannot sustain itself and is only maintained through 
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public funds. Subsidies turn loss-making operations into viable busi-
nesses and shift the ecological and social costs to the rest of society. 
Furthermore, they are disproportionately allocated to the most capi-
talized actors, while artisanal fishing receives a smaller share of public 
support, deepening the power asymmetry in the sector (Sumaila et al., 
2019; Schuhbauer et al., 2020). 

Added to this is the fact that citizens, through their taxes, finance, 
much of the research, monitoring, and control, while the income from 
the resources is privatized, with little recovery of public costs from 
the main financial beneficiaries (Arnason et al., 2000; Wallis & Flaaten, 
2000; OECD, 2003; Carvalho et al., 2020). A more equitable system 
would ensure that those who profit most from privileged access to 
marine resources contribute proportionally to their stewardship.

Traditional ecological knowledge and western dominance: We can 
look at the ocean with one or two eyes: with Western science alone, 
or by combining it with traditional ecological knowledge (TEK). By us-
ing both, we gain depth: science provides data series, estimates, and 
comparability; TEK provides subtle signals from the territory (seasons, 
sizes, locations, behaviors). 

It is not a matter of romanticizing any of the two, as each approach 
has its limits, but rather of making them work together to make bet-
ter decisions. This “double vision” can reduce risk and improve biodi-
versity and food outcomes without requiring new bureaucracies, as it 
integrates local observation into monitoring, evaluation, and rules with 
an effective voice. Evidence shows that combining formal data with 
TEK improves detection, adaptive management, and resilience (Berkes 
et al., 2000; Moller et al., 2004; Silvano & Valbo-Jørgensen, 2008; de 
Sousa et al., 2022; Niner et al., 2024).

Luxury aquaculture and the fish meal paradox: Cheap fish feeds expen-
sive fish. We convert pelagic fish that could feed millions into pellets 
for fish farms that supply more expensive fish to high-income mar-
kets. Evidence shows that a large proportion of the fish used for fish 
meal and fish oil is suitable for direct human consumption, turning 
“efficiency” into real nutritional loss (HLPE, 2014; Cashion et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, corporate control and vertical integration of aquaculture 
and feed reinforce this process (Kvaløy & Tvetera˚s, 2008; Hansman et 
al., 2018; Pandey et al., 2023), while metrics such as FIFO (fish in, fish 
out; or how many kilos of wild-caught fish, which then is turned into 
fishmeal and fish oil, must be fed to produce 1 kilo of farmed fish) ob-
scure ecological and nutritional trade-offs, with discrepancies detect-
ed by external reviews (Majluf et al., 2024). Ultimately, the cost falls on 
communities with few dietary alternatives and, on a global scale, con-
sumption in rich countries externalizes ecological and food pressure 
that does not return as food (Dème et al., 2021; Dème et al., 2022).
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Vision
Just, transparent, and inclusive aquatic food systems 
In the future, we foresee that aquatic food systems will primarily feed 
communities, sustain biodiverse and functional ecosystems, and be 
governed in an inclusive and accountable manner. Capture fisheries 
and aquaculture will diversify toward native species and short supply 
chains; small pelagic fish will be preferentially targeted for human con-
sumption; aquaculture will be decoupled from forage fisheries through 
alternative inputs and integrated systems. Decisions will be made in 
co-governance arrangements with Indigenous people, artisanal fishers, 
women, and youth, who all have effective voices, and fisheries man-
agement transparency will be the norm. Subsidies that are harmful 
or inequitably distributed will be reoriented towards restoration, local 
food infrastructures, and climate adaptation, and management costs 
will be shared fairly with large industry. With open information and 
accountability, oceans and inland waters will be recognized as living 
public goods that sustain healthy diets, local economies, and func-
tional ecosystems, reducing inequalities and climate vulnerabilities.

It is clear what must happen: make visible the forces that shape the 
sector, question the assumptions that underpin them, and keep de-
cision-making responsive to people and aquatic food systems. When 
power is acknowledged, inclusion becomes possible; and when inclu-
sion guides choices, aquatic foods can deliver healthy diets, resilient 
economies, and thriving biodiversity. 
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REORIENT PUBLIC 
RESOURCES  
TOWARD EQUITY:

DEMOCRATIZE 
GOVERNANCE AND 
DECISION-MAKING:

ENSURE INDUSTRY 
ACCOUNTABILITY  
IN COST-SHARING:

PUBLIC, 
DECOUPLE FOOD 
PRODUCTION 
FROM EXTRACTIVE 
DEPENDENCE: 
INNOVATION 

Eliminate harmful subsidies and 
unfair fishing deals, require  
industry to cover management 
costs.

Institutionalize inclusive  
decision-making that recognizes 
traditional knowledge,  
involves fishers, women, youth, 
and Indigenous peoples.

Make large industrial players 
bear the costs of research,  
monitoring, and governance.

Prioritize small pelagics for  
human diets, shift fishmeal 
away from luxury aquaculture.
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Recommendations

Redirect current harmful subsidies that reinforce in-
equity and unsustainable practices toward artisanal 
fishing, ecosystem restoration, and short supply chains 
with cold storage to strengthen local and sustainable 
food supplies.. 
 

Establish public procurement of fish from small pro-
ducers for schools, hospitals, and social programs, 
providing stable income for the sector and better nu-
trition for the population. 
 

Secure coastal use rights and community co-gov-
ernance (with seats for women and young people) 
to better care for resources, comply with rules, and 
strengthen livelihoods. 
 

Combine Western science and Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge to adapt rules and management measures 
in a timely manner, reduce risks, and legitimize deci-
sions. 
 

Ensure big industry players pay their fair share of re-
search, management, and control costs, relieving the 
taxpayer and improving oversight. 
 

Reform foreign access agreements with real resource 
value, full transparency, and mandatory contributions 
to local nutrition and infrastructure, to retain more 
value and food in local territories.

1
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Recommendations

Promote fisheries management transparency (i.e. reg-
ulations, quotas, vessel registries, catch data) to pre-
vent corporate capture and enable effective citizen 
control. 
 

Prioritize small pelagic species for human consump-
tion (i.e. minimum quotas, cold storage, local process-
ing, consumer awareness) to lower prices and improve 
diets with nutritious fish. 
 

Decouple aquaculture from fishmeal and fish oil (al-
ternative inputs and integrated systems with native 
species) to relieve pressure on forage fish and open 
up a more inclusive aquaculture. 
 

Rebuild populations and restore key habitats (man-
groves, estuaries) as food and climate infrastructure, 
achieving more stable catches and greater resilience.

7
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Food for All: Realizing the 
Transformative Power of 
Traditional and Informal 
Food Systems
José Luis Chicoma 

Introduction
Food systems are often imagined as vast highways of trade and lo-
gistics, stretching from industrial farms to supermarket shelves. Yet 
for most people—especially in developing countries—food still arrives 
through smaller, closer, and more diverse routes: a neighborhood mar-
ket, a street vendor, a trusted corner shop. These everyday systems—
traditional and informal supply chains—rarely capture the attention 
of private investors or policymakers. Still, they are where biodiversity 
is kept alive, where millions of women sustain livelihoods, and where 
healthy food is made accessible and affordable to those who need it 
most. To confront power and truly transform food systems, we must 
begin here, in the overlooked networks that quietly nourish billions of 
people every day.

Diagnosis
Beyond Industrial Supply Chains: The Everyday Systems 
that Feed Us
Food supply chains encompass all post-production activities that move 
food from producers to consumers—including processing, packaging, 
storage, distribution, retail, and marketing (HLPE, 2017; OECD, 2024). 
While global narratives have long focused on scaling efficiency, profit, 
and trade—treating food primarily as a commodity—this emphasis has 
obscured the critical role of traditional and informal food supply chains 
in sustaining biodiversity, ensuring food access, and supporting local 
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economies. In reality, people obtain their food through a wide range 
of channels—modern and traditional, formal and informal—reflecting 
diverse geographies, cultures, income levels, and infrastructures.

Modern industrialized supply chains are designed for homogeneity and 
long-distance flows. They prioritize durable, standardized, and pro-
cessed foods that can be efficiently packaged, stored, and transported 
(Khoury et al., 2014). Though highly efficient for specific commodities, 
these supply chains rely heavily on fossil fuels, global infrastructures, 
and a narrow set of crops at the cost of diversity and resilience (Willett 
et al., 2019, IPES-Food, 2025). These systems also contribute to di-
etary homogenization, replacing local food traditions and biodiversity 
with calorie-dense ultra-processed products and standardized food 
offerings that lack cultural and nutritional diversity (Gómez & Ricketts, 
2013; Patel, 2012; IPES-Food, 2024).

In contrast, traditional and informal supply chains are essential for 
ensuring access to affordable and nutritious food, particularly for 
low-income populations (Battersby et al., 2016; Simon, 2007). These 
systems—driven by small-scale producers, vendors, and processors—
usually offer flexibility in product quality and volume, provide fresh 
and biodiverse foods, and enable daily or weekly purchasing patterns 
based on trust, credit, and cultural norms (Crush & Frayne, 2011). They 
also support gender inclusion, with women playing central roles in in-
formal retail and processing (Simon, 2007; HLPE, 2024).

Traditional supply chains play a vital role in conserving agricultural, 
aquatic, and livestock biodiversity (Johns et al., 2013; Zimmerer & Haan, 
2020; Heindorf et al., 2021). Their decentralized structures allow them 
to commercialize neglected and underutilized species (NUS), support 
agroecological production, and reduce food waste by utilizing products 
overlooked by industrial value chains (HLPE, 2024). However, they re-
main under-supported—lacking cold storage, infrastructure, and public 
investment (HLPE, 2017).

Climate change further stresses food supply chains. It reduces pro-
ductivity, disrupts storage and transport systems, and heightens the 
vulnerability of monocultures (Vermeulen et al., 2012; Fanzo & Davis, 
2021). Traditional supply chains, however, due to their diversity, local 
grounding, and shorter distribution loops, offer greater resilience (Kay, 
2016).

Power Analysis
How Power Inequities Systematically Undermine and 
Limit Traditional and Informal Food Chains
Traditional and informal food systems have been sidelined not by ac-
cident, but through historical and structural power inequities.

Global trade agreements, neoliberal reforms, and modernization pro-
grams have redirected resources toward export-oriented and industrial-
ized food chains (Clapp, 2020; McMichael, 2005; Weis, 2007). Structural 
Adjustment Programs (SAPs) imposed by the IMF and the World Bank 
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required countries to liberalize agriculture, cut public spending, and 
shift toward commodity exports—systematically deprioritizing territo-
rial markets and informal actors (Pimbert et al., 2001).

Corporate concentration is a major outcome of this neoliberal glo-
balization. The “ABCD” firms—Archer Daniels Midland, Bunge, Cargill, 
and Louis Dreyfus—control 80% of the global grain trade (Lawrence 
& Smith, 2020). Just four firms dominate U.S. meat processing, while 
supermarket chains hold over 60% of market share in countries like 
the U.S., France, and Australia (IPES-Food, 2017; Lawrence & Smith, 
2020). These corporations use their instrumental (lobbying), structural 
(agenda-setting), and discursive (narrative-shaping) power to entrench 
dominance and shape food policy to their interests (Clapp & Fuchs, 
2009; Clapp, 2020; Clapp et al., 2025).

Simultaneously, traditional and informal actors have been marginalized 
or are treated as illegitimate. The traditional and informal food sectors 
remain underexplored, with limited research capturing the intricate 
dynamics of their operations (HLPE, 2024; Reardon et al., 2021). Small- 
and medium-sized operators in the midstream of value chains—often 
described as stagnant, traditional, and constrained—are frequently 
neglected in food security policies. For example, traditional markets, 
often vital for food access for those that need it the most, are over-
looked and often struggle with insufficient infrastructure, lack of ac-
cess to credit, and an absence of public procurement policies designed 
to support them.

Public policies often treat informality not as a viable, enduring part 
of the food system but as a problem to eliminate—a symptom of un-
derdevelopment or a disorder to be “fixed” through formalization. This 
exclusionary mindset, rooted in outdated ideas of linear progress, ob-
scures the essential roles that informal actors—vendors, intermedi-
aries, processors—play in feeding cities, supporting biodiversity, and 
enabling livelihoods. Because they operate in legal grey zones, they re-
main invisible in planning and budgets, yet they are hypervisible when 
targeted for eviction or displacement under the banner of moderniza-
tion and gentrification (Vorley, 2023; Simon, 2007; Gonzalez & Waley, 
2012). This contradiction reinforces policies that punish rather than 
support, ultimately weakening food access and deepening inequities.

Vision 
Reclaiming Food from the Market: Restructuring Supply 
Chains to Prioritize the Essential Nature of Food
Food supply chains must be reimagined around the essential nature 
of food—not as a commodity optimized for trade and profit, but as 
a foundation for life, culture, and ecological balance. Supply chains 
must be restructured to shorten the distance between producers and 
consumers, center ecological diversity, and ensure food reaches those 
who need it most—particularly through traditional and informal sys-
tems. Rather than marginalizing diversity, informality, and territorial 
specificity, these traits must be seen as assets for resilience.
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To realize this transformation, public institutions must reclaim their 
roles in shaping and supporting food systems, reversing decades of 
neoliberal neglect, and establishing inclusive, accountable, and pow-
er-aware governance that prioritizes supply chains capable of deliver-
ing healthy, diverse, and culturally appropriate food for all.

Traditional and informal food actors must be empowered —not mere-
ly accommodated— through policies, investments, and research that 
recognizes their critical role in sustaining diverse, adaptive, and resil-
ient food systems. This requires breaking with the bias toward formal, 
industrial supply chains and redirecting public support toward the ac-
tors and practices that ensure access, biodiversity, and social equity. 

Prioritizing local and territorial markets shifts the focus from exports 
and elite consumption to meeting the everyday food needs of the pop-
ulation. This strengthens the circulation of diverse foods through small-
scale infrastructure, short transport routes, and community-based 
distribution. Redirecting public investment toward these markets is a 
strategic way to improve food access, support biodiversity, and reduce 
dependence on fragile global supply chains.

Reducing concentration in food supply chains requires proactive mea-
sures: enforce antitrust rules with a food systems lens, limit harm-
ful mergers, and support small-scale and cooperative actors through 
procurement, tax incentives, and fair market-access policies that re-
distribute power across the chain.
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Prioritize public investment, 
procurement, and subsidies to 
support

Confront

Support

Develop inclusive 

TRADITIONAL 
AND INFORMAL 
ACTIVITIES

CORPORATE 
CONCENTRATION

PUBLIC AND  
COMMUNITY FOOD 
SPACES

FOOD SAFETY

that serve local markets

and predatory and abusive  
practices to ensure fair markets  
and strengthen diversity.

(public grocery stores and  
canteens, community kitchens),  
expanding healthy food  
access for all.

regulations recognizing  
traditional and informal  
systems, replacing punitive 
standards with supportive 
systems.
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Recommendations

Prioritize support for traditional food system activities 
that serve local markets. To ensure access to diverse, 
nutritious, and culturally rooted foods, public poli-
cy must shift support toward traditional post-produc-
tion actors who feed local populations. This means 
reorienting subsidies and investments toward infra-
structure for processing, storage, and distribution that 
meets the needs of traditional supply chains; aligning 
land, water, innovation, and health policies with the 
priorities of small-scale actors; and promoting biodi-
versity by valuing traditional knowledge in food pro-
cessing, preservation, and marketing.

Support informal food system activities by recognizing 
their potential for biodiversity and social inclusion. 
Informal food actors—including street vendors, trad-
ers in traditional markets, and intermediaries—play a 
vital yet undervalued role in feeding cities and sup-
porting local biodiversity. Instead of forcing formaliza-
tion, public policies should secure their rights, include 
them in decision-making, and invest in research that 
makes their contributions visible. Flexible regulations, 
legal recognition, tailored public investment, and 
their integration into urban planning can help unlock 
their full potential for equitable and biodiverse food 
systems.

Public and community-supported food spaces—such 
as grocery stores, canteens, and community kitchens—
should be recognized as part of the essential infrastruc-
ture of care and the food commons. One important way 
to ensure their success is through partnership with tra-
ditional and informal food actors: vendors, processors, 
and small-scale suppliers who already sustain everyday 
food access. When these spaces connect with tradition-
al markets, employ informal vendors, and draw on lo-
cal knowledge of preparation and distribution, they can 
guarantee dignified access to healthy food, create de-
cent livelihoods, and reinforce inclusive and resilient 
supply chains.
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Develop food safety regulations adapted to tradi-
tional and informal food system activities.  Current 
food safety regulations often reflect industrial mod-
els that exclude traditional and informal actors—de-
spite their central role in feeding much of the popu-
lation. Replacing punitive, one-size-fits-all standards 
with inclusive, risk-based approaches is essential. This 
includes investing in decentralized food safety in-
frastructure, creating flexible certification and partic-
ipatory guarantee systems, involving informal actors 
in co-regulation processes, and prioritizing supportive 
interventions—ensuring food safety without sacrificing 
food access or livelihoods.

Promote cooperatives and collective management in 
traditional and informal supply chains.  Cooperatives 
and collective structures can help small-scale food 
actors overcome marginalization by pooling resources, 
sharing infrastructure, and negotiating better terms. 
Rather than imposing formalization, governments 
should create enabling conditions through public in-
vestment in shared facilities, targeted training, tax in-
centives, and inclusive procurement. 

Reorient public procurement and market interven-
tions toward traditional and informal food systems. 
Governments can strengthen existing food systems by 
shifting procurement, pricing, and reserves to support 
small-scale producers and traditional markets. This in-
cludes sourcing fresh food for public programs from lo-
cal actors, setting minimum prices for biodiverse crops 
and goods, and creating decentralized food reserves 
stocked through territorial supply chains—boosting food 
access and economic stability where it’s needed most.
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Prioritize getting more sustainable and healthier foods 
to local markets and those who need them most.  
Nutritious, biodiverse, and so-called superfoods of-
ten bypass local communities in favor of export or 
elite markets, reinforcing inequalities in access to 
healthy diets. To reverse this, governments should 
subsidize the consumption of agroecological and local 
foods in low-income areas and offer tax and regula-
tory incentives to vendors and markets that distribute 
them—especially within traditional and informal food 
systems.

Inclusive governance of food supply chains. Governance 
systems must move beyond corporate-led models 
to include and empower traditional and informal ac-
tors. This means institutionalizing their participation 
in decision-making spaces, creating observatories to 
monitor their needs, and supporting their political 
organizing. 

Confronting the concentration of power in post-pro-
duction food supply chains. To counteract the harm-
ful impacts of corporate dominance over process-
ing, distribution, and retail, governments must reform 
competition laws to prioritize equity and food system 
diversity. This includes blocking harmful mergers, in-
troducing deconcentration policies such as quotas and 
tax incentives for small actors, and ensuring the par-
ticipation of traditional and informal food system rep-
resentatives in regulatory decision-making.

Combating predatory and abusive practices in food sup-
ply chains. To protect small-scale and traditional actors 
from exploitative business practices, governments must 
establish clear rules and enforcement mechanisms to 
prevent contract abuse. This includes defining and sanc-
tioning unfair practices, regulating payment terms, en-
suring contract transparency, creating public observa-
tories to track commercial behavior, and establishing 
ombudspersons and dispute resolution systems tailored 
to the needs of small and informal actors.
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V

Harnessing Biodiversity: 
Neglected and 
Underutilized Species 
as Drivers of Structural 
Transformation
Emma McDonell 

Introduction
Growing interest in neglected and underutilized species (NUS) among 
funders of major food-, agriculture-, and environment-related initiatives 
offers opportunities for building a food system more centered around 
environmental sustainability, diet quality, and cultural relevance that 
can adapt to an era of escalating climate extremes. 

But increased support for NUS also raises concerns about commer-
cialization, elite appropriation, and the risk of marginalizing traditional 
growers. This brief analyzes the status of NUS within the food system 
and policymaking, making the case that an overly technical approach 
combined with contradictory visions of the future of these species 
undermines the far-reaching potential of NUS to address urgent food 
system challenges. 

The brief proposes more structural and power-centered understand-
ings of NUS and policy recommendations that position NUS as key el-
ements in food system structural transformations. 
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Diagnosis
Survival Crops or Superfoods? Assessing the Status 
of NUS in our Food Systems
NUS, in short, are species that have received little attention from re-
searchers, development initiatives, and policymakers when compared 
to major commodity crops. These species often have impressive nu-
tritional profiles and thrive in harsh environments, marginal soils, and 
low-input agricultural systems (Farooq & Siddique, 2022; Padulosi et 
al., 2011). While NUS can be defined in different ways, we use the term 
to refer to neglected species that are highly nutritious, hardy, and em-
bedded in local food systems. 

Communities continue to grow NUS for socio-cultural, religious, culi- 
nary, nutritional, and agronomic reasons. Often these species play im-
portant roles in local agro-ecologies and regional cuisines and can help 
forge collective identities and social solidarity (Meldrum & Padulosi, 
2017; Sileshi et al., 2025). In some cases, NUS provide a vital nutritional 
safety net that helps under-resourced people get by in times of need 
(IFAD, 2021; Hunter et al., 2019).

Despite their nutritional and agronomic benefits, in many contexts 
production and consumption of NUS has declined as commodity ag-
riculture expands and aggressive marketing of ultra-processed foods 
(UPFs) undermines demand for local NUS (Glatzel et al., 2025). While 
political-economic factors make NUS less available to under-resourced 
populations, a number of initiatives are positioning NUS as “super-
foods” in luxury food markets. This is a defining paradox for NUS today: 
under-resourced populations that historically relied on these species 
produce and consume less of them, while, at the same time, we see 
the rise of export-focused supply chains for many of these same spe-
cies (Andreotti et al., 2022; McDonell, 2025). 

While major food and agricultural funders have shown growing inter-
est in NUS-related initiatives in the past two decades, the dominant 
approach to NUS is technical in nature, focused on identifying and 
addressing discrete agronomic and economic hurdles to “scaling up” 
their production and consumption. For instance, NUS compendiums 
often list specific agronomic problems limiting each species (e.g. low 
yields), calling on plant breeders to overcome these obstacles. But in-
corporating NUS into the dominant apparatuses for seed research and 
marketing will likely entangle these “improved” NUS varieties in intel-
lectual property considerations, which may undermine their ability to 
benefit existing NUS eaters and growers. Framing NUS as “technical 
solutions” can reproduce many of the same food system issues NUS 
advocates seek to remedy.
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Power Analysis
Structural Inequities, Marginalized Producers, and the 
Political Economies of NUS
Paying more attention to NUS does not inherently threaten the status 
quo in structural ways, and NUS can be integrated into the same forms 
of research and development that this report critiques. We suggest 
that understanding the ways power shapes the food system and NUS 
specifically points us toward a more compelling and coherent vision 
that locates NUS within a structural transformation of food systems.

Communities that cultivate NUS are among the world’s most margin-
alized, facing social, economic, and political exclusions (Raneri et al., 
2019). These crops are primarily grown by smallholder farmers—often 
women, Indigenous groups, or ethnic minorities—many of whom have 
been pushed onto marginal lands due to historical land dispossession 
and contemporary land grabbing (Gruère et al., 2006). NUS persist be-
cause these communities have sustained them through cultural and 
ecological knowledge despite limited access to land, water, infrastruc-
ture, credit, or political representation. Efforts to “mainstream” NUS 
without addressing the resource and power inequities these producers 
face risk failing farmers and falling short of broader food security goals. 

Infrastructural and policy support for agriculture overwhelmingly fa-
vors large-scale agribusiness and global commodity supply chains, di-
verting public and private investment away from smallholder farmers 
and non-commodity crops (Clapp & Fuchs, 2009). At the same time, 
undermining local food systems creates new markets for corporate 
food products and convenient UPFs, making the “neglect” of these 
species profitable (Baker et al., 2020; Wood et al., 2023). Insufficient 
processing technologies, storage facilities, irrigation infrastructure, 
refrigeration facilities, and transportation systems pose major barri-
ers to scaling up NUS production (Padulosi et al., 2011; Raneri et al., 
2019). The power of agribusiness lobbies and corporate control over 
agricultural technologies and intellectual property rights further en-
trenches these inequalities (Vivanco, 2022). For instance, NUS-related 
agricultural research tends to focus on incorporating NUS germplasm 
into the current plant breeding-IP apparatus, which generates propri-
etary “improved” seeds and undermines traditional seed-saving and 
exchange institutions based in traditional knowledge. 

The export-led development model championed by government  
ministries focused on economic growth, neoliberal policies, and agro-ex-
porters positions NUS not as essential tools for national food security 
or essential elements of larger agro-ecologies, but rather as potentially 
lucrative exports (McDonell, 2020). Efforts to consider the potential 
of NUS differently (e.g. malnutrition alleviation) face an uphill battle 
given the economic and political power behind the actors advocating 
for NUS as exports. At the same time, many smallholder farmers who 
produce NUS cannot turn down the possibility of better farm incomes 
that export markets promise, thus creating a tension between the de-
sire to earn cash incomes and provide high quality nutrition to local 
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communities (Padulosi et al., 2013). 

Transforming local agricultural biodiversity into high-value exports 
appears to offer a compelling economic opportunity for smallholder 
farmers that diverges from the green revolution’s paradigm replace-
ment of local crops with high-yield varieties of staple commodities 
(Kodirekkala, 2024; Padulosi et al., 2011). But this approach can make 
the food inaccessible to local eaters and incentivize unsustainable 
production practices, nor does it guarantee lasting benefits for small-
holder farmers (Andreotti et al., 2022; McDonell, 2025). This model is 
likely to reproduce many of the same dependencies and risks that 
standard export agriculture generates while possibly undermining ac-
cess to essential nutritional resources at the local and national levels, 
unless states assume responsibility for providing stable markets and 
fair prices for farmers. 

Vision
Power, Policy, and Plants: Reclaiming Underutilized 
Species in a Changing Food System
We seek to build a future where NUS are not seen primarily as pro-
spective high-value export commodities but as essential aspects of re-
gional food systems, offering nutritious and culturally meaningful food 
while helping build more robust and sustainable agricultural systems. 
With this in mind, we must work to make NUS affordable and readily 
available to those who need them most, while also offering farmers 
a fair price for their work. Our recommendations seek to reconcile 
these competing aims. In particular, we suggest policies that broad-
ly strengthen the political voices of existing NUS producers and local 
eaters, ensure the affordability of NUS, and guarantee farmers stable 
markets and fair prices. To achieve these goals, states must explicitly 
build access to and procurement of NUS into their larger food system 
policies. 
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Recommendations
Our recommendations seek to move beyond technical fixes and fo-
cus on changes in how agricultural investment, food distribution, and 
decision-making are structured. We must push for policies that help 
address the structural issues that have sidelined NUS and NUS pro-
ducers while ensuring that these foods are both affordable and at-
tractive to consumers.

Support collective action and secure the resources 
(land, water, technology) NUS farmers need. Building up 
NUS production must be tied to strengthening the politi-
cal voices of the communities that have preserved these 
crops while simultaneously developing policies that ad-
dress resource inequities. Moving beyond technical ap-
proaches to NUS means ensuring that communities that 
produce NUS have sufficient quality land, water, and 
technology. In some contexts, this may mean land redis-
tribution, in others, ensuring access to irrigation infra-
structure. In all contexts, we must support farmer orga-
nizations and collective action that seeks to meet these 
needs. Democratically run farmer associations can help 
create mechanisms for communicating farmer demands 
to public officials and holding public officials account-
able. At the same time, these organizations are crucial 
for aggregating supply from many small farmers and can 
enable measures like state procurement of NUS. 

Identify strategic NUS and subsidize their production. 
While many countries subsidize cheap staple crop pro-
duction, we suggest reorienting state agricultural funding 
towards healthy foods and sustainable crops produced 
by historically excluded farmers. Policymakers should 
work with stakeholders through participatory processes 
to identify key NUS at national or sub-national levels that 
offer nutritional benefits, climate resilience, and cultural 
relevance. Production of these species should be sub-
sidized in order to encourage farmers to cultivate them 
while absorbing some of the risks farmers face, as well 
as to ensure that they remain affordable to all eaters.
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Rethink food innovation: Scale NUS by supporting pub-
lic, participatory innovation. Collaborations between 
researchers, innovators, and supply chain actors can 
help pave the way for appropriate processing technol-
ogies and convenient preparations that help scale up 
NUS production while preventing the accumulation of 
power in the hands of a small number of large proces-
sors. Policymakers should support efforts to develop 
affordable small- or medium-scale processing tech-
nologies, while subsidizing them to ensure their ac-
cessibility. Participatory technology innovation is key, 
and innovation investment should go towards tech-
nologies that have been developed in partnership with 
farmers and existing supply chain actors rather than 
agro-exporters. Further, providing incentive programs, 
technical assistance, access to capital, and market in-
formation can help lessen the risk of investing in NUS 
processing. While the goal should not be simply to fold 
NUS into UPFs, creating preparations that offer afford-
ability and convenience can make increasing NUS con-
sumption more realistic and can facilitate their distri-
bution in school meal programs, which often rely on 
ready-to-eat foods. 

Design quality standards in a participatory way to pro-
mote biodiversity and foreground farmers’ needs.   
Quality standards are important tools for scaling up 
the processing and distribution of NUS. However, qual-
ity standards can also undermine agricultural biodiver-
sity by encouraging farmers to plant the same variet-
ies. Thus, quality standards should be developed in a 
participatory fashion with farmer input and should be 
as flexible as possible to permit intra-species biodi-
versity. Additionally, their enforcement should include 
efforts to incentivize the production of non-market-
able varieties that nonetheless have social or agro-
nomic values. This can mean supporting conserva-
tionist farmers, i.e. specific farmers who are paid to 
cultivate many varieties as a sort of payments for eco-
system services (PES) scheme. Alternatively, process-
ing technologies can help provide uses for non-stan-
dard varieties. 
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Direct state investment away from export-oriented 
operations and towards state procurement of NUS. In 
many contexts across the Global South, export markets 
have been prioritized over internal markets. We recom-
mend developing public procurement programs for NUS, 
introducing strategic NUS into state welfare schemes, 
and guaranteeing farmers market rates for their prod-
ucts. This also means building up public buying supply 
chain infrastructures and, in some cases, publicly owned 
processing facilities or public-private partnerships to fa-
cilitate processing, storage, and logistics. School break-
fast and lunch programs should include regional NUS, 
which can be achieved and supported by decentralized 
procurement mechanisms (Hunter et al., 2019). 

Support and bolster traditional and informal markets 
and existing supply chain actors and mechanisms that 
distribute NUS to under-resourced populations. In many 
cases, traditional and informal markets, food stalls, or 
community restaurants have provided spaces where NUS 
are bought, sold, and served. Yet these spaces are of-
ten underfunded, lack basic refrigeration infrastructure, 
and suffer from perceptions (sometimes real, sometimes 
imagined) of unhygienic practices. Here we echo the rec-
ommendations made in the supply chains chapter (Brief 
5), noting that informal markets and traditional supply 
chains have been primary spaces for the distribution of 
NUS and associated culinary traditions, and are critical 
sources of fresh, healthy, culturally relevant foods. Better 
support and infrastructure (especially sufficient refriger-
ation) for these spaces can also help overcome negative 
associations between NUS and unhygienic practices. 

Root NUS in community power. Public policy and devel-
opment initiatives should partner with community lead-
ers and existing community-based initiatives. Identifying 
community leaders at local or regional levels along with 
trusted local institutions willing to partner on NUS pro-
motion can help tailor promotion to local and regional 
contexts. Community kitchens or other kinds of food-re-
lated initiatives can often benefit from financial and oth-
er resources while also offering the potential for NUS 
promotion. These kinds of partnerships should be priori-
tized.  
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Other trusted non-food community-based institutions or 
leaders can be useful for legitimizing pride in local NUS 
or sharing knowledge about cooking. These kinds of or-
ganizations, which are not specifically food related, can 
nonetheless serve dishes containing NUS at events or 
host events related to cooking with NUS, offering small 
ways to increase visibility of NUS in public life. 

Develop dietary guidelines that explicitly include NUS.  
National dietary guidelines should explicitly include NUS 
while considering regional and local production systems 
and regional dietary preferences. This can help guide 
consumer behavior and legitimize NUS health claims 
and, more importantly, can also serve as references for 
public policies while supporting public procurement 
strategies. 

Promotional campaigns for NUS should enlist the help of 
chefs, food marketers, community leaders, and culinary 
movements when relevant to create attractive packag-
ing.  Nutritional education is not enough. Healthy NUS 
must compete with ultra-processed foods, which of-
ten have massive marketing budgets to build their ap-
peal. Creating compelling packaging and/or marketing 
campaigns for NUS products can help make these foods 
more desirable.  
 
In the case of marketing to children in particular, col-
orful and exciting packaging can make a difference. In 
some contexts, existing or emerging culinary movements 
already seek to build pride in local foods. These grass-
roots efforts should be supported and bolstered, while 
ensuring that they remain inclusive and focused on ac-
cess for all rather than solely on building elite gastrono-
my. Partnerships with well-recognized chefs and culinary 
influencers who are working to increase pride in region-
al cuisines can help rework negative associations while 
providing culinary skills and nutrition education tailored 
to these foods. While chefs on television programs are 
an important site of intervention, it is worth noting that 
younger generations also learn about food and cook-
ing from culinary influencers on social media apps, and 
these kinds of influencers are also potential partners. 
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Democratizing Diets: 
Strategies to Make 
Biodiverse, Healthy Diets 
Affordable and Accessible
Chris Vogliano 

Introduction
Access to healthy, affordable diets is a fundamental human right. Yet, 
amid mounting nutrition-related chronic diseases, widening inequities, 
and escalating environmental pressures, this right remains out of reach 
for billions. Healthy and sustainable diets, as defined by the FAO and 
the WHO (2019), are those that promote health, prevent all forms of 
malnutrition and non-communicable diseases, minimize environmen-
tal impacts, preserve biodiversity, and support cultural traditions by 
emphasizing a variety of unprocessed or minimally processed foods, 
while remaining accessible, affordable, and culturally acceptable for all 
stages of life. Herforth et al. (2025) introduced the Healthy Diet Basket 
(HDB) to globally benchmark the cost and affordability of such diets, 
revealing a median daily cost of $3.68 (USD) per person, a price that 
is unattainable for most in low-income contexts. There is therefore is 
an urgent need to implement systems-based policies to achieve the 
right to healthy and affordable food for all.

Diagnosis
Why Healthy and Affordable Diets Remain Out of Reach
Despite progress in reducing extreme hunger, industrialized food sys-
tems have fundamentally undermined the accessibility of healthy, af-
fordable diets, especially in the Global South. The Green Revolution’s 
emphasis on monocultures and agrochemical inputs have reduced 
crop diversity and ecosystem health, while global trade and corporate 
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consolidation have prioritized ultra-processed, nutrient-poor foods 
over traditional, nutrient-rich options (Khoury et al., 2014; Frison et 
al., 2006; Baker et al., 2020). As a result, more than half of global cal-
ories now come from just three crops—wheat, rice, and maize—whose 
high-yield varieties are significantly lower in essential micronutrients 
than nutrient-rich crops such as legumes, leafy greens, fruits, and di-
verse underutilized species, which has contributed to hidden hunger 
and chronic diseases (Yilmaz & Yilmaz, 2025; Fan et al., 2008; Welch 
& Graham, 1999; Myers et al., 2014).

These dietary shifts are not a matter of individual choice or knowledge, 
but the consequence of entrenched power inequities. Large agribusi-
nesses and food corporations, through marketing, lobbying, and policy 
influence, have made ultra-processed foods widely available and arti-
ficially cheap, displacing healthier and more diverse traditional foods 
(Baker et al., 2020; Clapp, 2022). Trade policies and subsidies further 
favor staple commodities over fruits, vegetables, and nutrient-dense 
foods, deepening nutritional inequities and eroding cultural food tra-
ditions (Sukanya, 2024; Brenton et al., 2022; Jacques & Jacques, 2012).

Affordability remains the central barrier. Nutrient-rich foods are often 
far more expensive and less accessible than calorie-dense staples or 
ultra-processed products, particularly in low-income regions where 
food accounts for most of the household budget (FAO, 2023; FAO et 
al., 2024; Willett et al., 2019). These challenges are compounded by 
gender discrimination, weak land rights, and the enduring impacts of 
colonization, all of which deepen inequities (Njuki et al., 2022; Bradley 
& Herrera, 2016; Malli et al., 2023). Addressing these systemic barriers 
through structural, systems-based policy change is essential to ful-
filling the right to healthy, affordable diets for all.

Power Analysis
Power, Profit, and Plate: Why Food Systems Are 
Currently Failing 
Decisions about what is grown, processed, subsidized, and marketed 
are shaped by historical legacies, corporate interests, and political pri-
orities, which consistently prioritize profit over nutrition, equity, and 
agricultural and cultural resilience. Centuries of colonial rule in Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America prioritized the production of export-orient-
ed cash crops for the Global North, such as sugar, coffee, and cotton, 
which displaced diverse, nutrient-rich local food crops and eroded 
traditional food systems (Pingali, 2007; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013; FAO, 
2024; Figueroa-Helland et al., 2018).

Corporate Consolidation and Policy Capture in Food Systems: Today’s 
global food system is shaped by a handful of transnational corpo-
rations that dominate the production of seeds, agrochemicals, and 
food processing and retail –a system built on colonial legacies and a 
concentration of power over what foods are produced and consumed 
(Clapp, 2022; Wood et al., 2021). This consolidation favors ultra-pro-
cessed, branded products, marginalizes small producers, erodes local 
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food cultures, and restricts dietary diversity, especially in the Global 
South where traditional markets are displaced (Igumbor et al., 2012; 
Lacy-Nichols & Williams, 2021). 

Corporate influence extends beyond markets into policy and science, 
as companies use lobbying, targeted marketing, and the co-opting of 
nutrition science to delay or weaken regulations in favor of their com-
mercial interests (Fabbri et al., 2018; Nestle, 2016; Lopez-Moreno et 
al., 2025). For example, industry-funded research is more likely to pro-
duce favorable results, influencing dietary guidelines and public per-
ceptions, while tactics like “health-washing” and “nutritionism” allow 
ultra-processed foods to be marketed as healthy despite their risks 
(Clapp & Scrinis, 2016; Nestle, 2018). 

Subsidy Misalignment: Globally, public subsidies overwhelmingly favor 
commodity crops and industrial livestock, making the raw ingredients 
for ultra-processed foods artificially cheap and abundant, while fruits, 
vegetables, and other nutrient-rich foods remain under-supported and 
relatively expensive (Coady et al., 2022; Miller et al., 2023; Clapp et al., 
2021; FAO et al., 2023). These misaligned subsidies fuel poor diet qual-
ity, obesity, and malnutrition, while hiding the true costs in externali-
ties, such as environmental degradation and rising non-communicable 
diseases (Springmann et al., 2018; Willett et al., 2019).

Disruptions from Food Aid and Biotechnology: While intended to ad-
dress hunger, international food aid and biotechnology often under-
mine local food systems and reinforce dependency on external actors 
(Barrett & Maxwell, 2005; FAO, 2019; IPES-Food, 2016; Stone & Glover, 
2017). Programs like USAID prioritize exporting U.S. commodities over 
local sourcing, which undercuts local producers and erodes traditional 
food cultures. Biotech solutions, such as Golden Rice, divert resources 
and attention from agroecological, biodiversity-based approaches (IPES-
Food, 2016; La Via Campesina, 2019; Stone & Glover, 2017). Initiatives 
like the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) promote high-
yield seed varieties and chemical fertilizers, often marginalizing small-
holder farmers and concentrating power among external actors, which 
further weakens local agency and undermines biodiversity (Vicedom 
& Wynberg, 2024).

Marginalization of Voices and Knowledge: Women, Indigenous Peoples, 
and other marginalized groups are often excluded from food system 
decision-making, limiting their influence over food environments and 
perpetuating inequitable access to land, finance, and technology (HLPE, 
2023; FAO, 2023). Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) is routinely 
sidelined by Euro-Western narratives and policies, reinforcing colonial 
power structures and eroding biocultural diversity (Carroll et al., 2025; 
Ludwig & Macnaghten, 2020).
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Vision
Nourishing Change: New Strategies for Equitable, 
Biodiverse Diets 
It should be possible for everyone to enjoy affordable, nutritious, and 
culturally relevant foods as a recognized human right, safeguarded by 
universal nutrition guarantees and targeted subsidies for vulnerable 
populations. Local economies can thrive through community-driven 
innovation and regionally adapted food systems, and healthy foods 
should be the standard in schools, hospitals, and public institutions. 

Chronic malnutrition and diet-related diseases will dramatically decline 
when we have equitable, transparent food governance and mandatory 
corporate accountability that prioritizes nutrition, environmental sus-
tainability, and ethics over profit. Diverse community-led food councils 
can guide policy, while subsidies can decisively support nutrient-rich, 
locally grown foods over ultra-processed products. Traditional ecologi-
cal knowledge can and should shape dietary guidelines and education, 
and women, Indigenous Peoples, and marginalized groups should have 
equal land and resource rights, actively shaping food-system decisions. 
Environmental sustainability should be central to the design, gover-
nance, and daily functioning of food systems, with agroecological and 
biodiversity-friendly practices protecting natural resources.
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Recommendations
Achieving long-term systems-level change in food systems demands 
coordinated action across fiscal, regulatory, social, and community 
sectors. These key policy recommendations across four areas are mu-
tually reinforcing, designed to ensure healthy, affordable diets for all.

Fiscal and Regulatory Measures for Healthy and 
Affordable Diets 
Fiscal policy and regulation can make healthy, minimal-
ly processed foods more affordable and accessible than 
ultra-processed options. Strong legal mandates, targeted 
subsidies, and strategic procurement can shift food envi-
ronments while supporting local economies. 
 
Affordability

• Tax sugary drinks and ultra-processed foods and use 
the revenue to subsidize local fruits, vegetables, le-
gumes, nuts, and whole grains.

• Reform agricultural subsidies to support diverse, nu-
trient-dense crops from local farmers, lowering costs 
for schools, hospitals, and community programs.

Accessibility

• Set and enforce nutrition standards for public insti-
tutions that limit ultra-processed foods and require 
fresh, culturally relevant options.

• Use public procurement and targeted subsidies 
to ensure healthy foods reach marginalized and 
food-insecure populations.

Desirability

• Mandate front-of-package nutrition labeling and re-
strict unhealthy food advertising, especially to children.

• Launch coordinated public campaigns to position 
healthy foods as the default choice.

Availability

• Legislate local, nutritious sourcing in public food pro-
grams, supporting regional producers year-round.

Convenience

• Invest in local processing, freezing, and meal prepa-
ration to make healthy foods easy and appealing.

• Ensure healthy, minimally processed foods are the 
default in public institutions.

1
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Guarantee Universal Nutrition  
Guaranteeing access to healthy diets as a basic right 
can reduce health inequalities, prevent chronic dis-
ease, and lower long-term healthcare costs. Public 
procurement, regional sourcing, and fair pricing can 
make nutrient-rich foods accessible to all.

• Establish a Universal Basic Nutrition Guarantee pro-
viding free or subsidized healthy foods, especially for 
children through schools and community programs.

• Transform Food-Based Dietary Guidelines (FBDGs) 
into binding policies that shape procurement, subsi-
dies, and food production.

• Develop region-specific dietary guidelines tailored to 
local environments and cultures.

• Integrate biodiversity, traditional ecological knowl-
edge, and equitable access into national dietary 
guidance.

• Guarantee minimum prices for nutrient-rich foods 
and support farmer cooperatives to stabilize incomes 
and supply.

Community-Led Transformation  
Cities and communities can drive change through 
urban agriculture, local food processing, and digi-
tal innovation. Localized strategies improve access, 
affordability, and agricultural resilience while keep-
ing economic benefits, cultural traditions, and deci-
sion-making power rooted in communities.

• Invest in local processing, cold storage, and distribu-
tion infrastructures to expand supply of affordable, 
minimally processed foods.

• Co-create community food programs and expand ac-
cess to culturally relevant ready-to-eat meals.

• Develop decentralized, digitally enabled sup-
ply chains connecting smallholders directly with 
consumers.

• Integrate healthcare and food systems to pro-
vide preventive, culturally responsive nutrition 
interventions.

2
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Embed Equity in Food Systems  
Equity, cultural heritage, and policy integrity must be 
embedded across all food-system policies in order to 
dismantle systemic barriers and promote resilience. 
By implementing these mutually reinforcing policies 
with equity at their core, governments, communities, 
and stakeholders can transform food systems into en-
gines of health, sustainability, and resilience for cur-
rent and future generations.

• Guarantee equal land and resource rights for women, 
Indigenous Peoples, and marginalized groups.

• Legally protect Indigenous seeds, land, and food cul-
tures; ensure fair benefit-sharing from food innova-
tions by reducing barriers from restrictive intellectual 
property claims and promoting open, communi-
ty-driven access to knowledge and resources.

• Integrate traditional foodways into national dietary 
and education guidelines.
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Power Shift: Radical 
Restructuring of Food 
Systems Governance 
Jessica Duncan

Introduction
There is widespread agreement that our food systems need to be rad-
ically transformed (Webb et al., 2020). The problem is how to reimag-
ine and rebuild these systems.  A key part of the answer is getting the 
governance right. Food systems governance refers broadly to the way 
food systems are organized. In practice, the governance of food sys-
tems is marked by overlapping, and at times competing, networks of 
institutions, norms, rules, and actors that draw on different resources 
and advance different visions and values. To further complicate things, 
food systems are interconnected with other systems, notably water, 
ecological, and climate systems, but also trade and finance systems 
as well as technological systems, and thus to their systems of gover-
nance as well. The result is a fragmented and diffuse tangle of rela-
tions that makes it very challenging to achieve transformative change. 
Radical innovations and political courage are required to reshape the 
way food systems are governed in order to facilitate just and sustain-
able food systems.

Diagnosis
Broken by Design: Fragmented, Reductionist, and 
Captured by Corporate Power 
Within that messy tangle, fragmentation, weakened multilateralism, 
corporate influence and concentration, and a reductionist approach 
to science further restrict transformative governance, not least be-
cause of the diverse ways they function to reinforce power inequities 
and the status quo.
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VII Hyper-fragmentation across food governance 

Fragmentation is a defining feature of global food governance. 
Fragmentation refers to the “patchwork of public and private insti-
tutions that differ in their character, constituencies, spatial scope, 
subject matter, and objectives” (Zelli, 2011, p. 255). However, just as a 
patchwork house, constructed by different people, at different times, 
with different goals, will lack functionality and stability, so too does 
the fragmented architecture of food governance. We need visionary 
architects. But we also need to downsize by prioritizing inclusive, ef-
fective democratic processes and holding powerful actors to account.

The proliferation of multistakeholder food governance

One driver of this fragmentation is multistakeholder governance, a pro-
cess whereby “intergovernmental legal frameworks and institutions are 
embedded as a core, but are not the sole and sometimes not the most 
crucial, component” (WEF, 2010, p. 7). Such processes allow “powerful 
transnational corporations, their platforms and associations to direct 
international and national policy-making, financing, narratives, and 
governance while promoting corporate-friendly, false solutions to food 
systems in crisis” (Chandrasekaran et al., 2021, p. 1). While claiming 
legitimacy on the basis of broad participation, multistakeholder gov-
ernance presents additional threats to already weakened democratic 
processes and multilateralism (McKeon, 2021; Montenegro de Wit et 
al., 2021) through a lack of clear rules and mechanisms of account-
ability and a failure to address asymmetries of power. 

Expanding corporate influence in and across food governance

Multistakeholder governance is driven, in part, by corporate actors. 
Corporate concentration and the corresponding influence of corpora-
tions over the governance of food systems further undermines demo-
cratic decision-making and serves to prioritize growth and profit over 
public health, fair distribution of resources, environmental sustainabil-
ity, and food security. The lobbying capacity and budgets of agri-food 
firms ensure access to decision-makers and, in turn, direct influence 
over public policy.  

Reductionist science and techno-capitalist narratives dominate food 
governance 

In the face of planetary emergency and the complexity of food sys-
tems governance, pluralism is  required, especially when it comes to 
knowledge. Claims to knowledge are also claims to power. At a moment 
where truth and fact are being actively reimagined, it can be tempt-
ing to reinforce the primacy of science. But analyses of the politics of 
knowledge make visible that scientific knowledge is not neutral, but 
rather is shaped by power relations, historical contexts, and institu-
tional biases (Turnhout, 2024). While science is critical to supporting 
a just and sustainable transformation, scientific knowledge alone is 
not enough. At present, science-policy interfaces for food systems 
are often too reductionist and linear, ignoring important knowledge, 
including traditional and Indigenous knowledge, that can foster more 
just transformations. Further, the failure of policymakers to respond 
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to the science suggests a need to urgently reform the relationship be-
tween knowledge and decision-making. 

Power Analysis
Foundational Power Inequities in Food Governance 
A relational understanding of power is crucial for understanding and 
addressing power inequities across the architecture of food gover-
nance. Such an approach challenges conventional views of power as a 
fixed resource held by dominant actors and instead conceptualizes it 
as dynamic, negotiated, and embedded within social relations (Avelino 
& Wittmayer, 2016). This perspective aligns with broader governance 
literature emphasizing power as co-constituted through interactions 
among multiple actors, institutions, and discursive frameworks (Gaventa, 
2006; Haugaard, 2012). Understanding the types of relations (i.e. who 
has power over whom, who has more or less power, what different 
types of power exist), and how they manifest is critical. 

At the same time, the polycentric and fragmented nature of food sys-
tems governance, from the local to the global, with networks of formal 
and informal relations and diverse configurations and alliances, serve 
as obstacles to transformation. There are no single disruptive nodes 
that can provoke just transformation within these systems. While 
there are actors who have greater power over other actors (e.g., cor-
porate actors, wealthy governments), and who could, in theory, insti-
gate transformative change in the organization of food systems, they 
are the same actors who benefit significantly from the fragmentation 
and organization of the existing systems of governance and are thus, 
at best, inclined to make incremental steps and, at worst, highly mo-
tivated to maintain the system as it is. 

We are at an impasse: we need to simultaneously dismantle, restruc-
ture, and rebuild food governance systems. We will never overcome 
power relations, but we can restructure them. Challenging current 
power inequities across food systems governance requires confronting 
the entrenched patriarchal, racist, colonial, and capitalist structures 
that determine who makes decisions, whose voices are heard, and 
whose interests are prioritized. Governance is not neutral—it often 
reflects and reproduces existing hierarchies. To transform governance, 
we must build inclusive, democratic systems rooted in justice and 
self-determination. Colonial structures persist in global food systems 
due to trade agreements, development assistance (and in the rapid 
retraction of this aid), and intellectual property regimes. Challenging 
this means recognizing Indigenous sovereignty, respecting traditional 
ecological knowledge, and rejecting governance models that treat food, 
land, and seeds as commodities. It means making space for women, 
LGBTQIA+, and youth and their leadership. There are models that of-
fer hope and guidance. 

Food sovereignty, which asserts the right of people to define their 
own food systems, resists corporate and state control while cen-
tering traditional ecological knowledge, seed saving, and community 
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self-determination. Agroecology values biodiversity, local knowledge, 
and ecological harmony, and is often practiced by women and small-
holder farmers who are systematically marginalized by industrial farming 
and global trade policies. By addressing land reform  and investing in 
agroecological education and farmer-to-farmer networks, communities 
can better resist the dominance of multinational agribusinesses and 
monoculture farming systems that exploit land and labor. Supporting 
unions and worker cooperatives, and demanding that governments 
enforce labor protections, can call attention to and challenge the ra-
cial and gendered hierarchies embedded across the food system and 
particularly in food work.  

While global norms and coordination are critical here, it is increasing-
ly hard to argue that the existing tangle of global governance organi-
zations and actors are capable of driving the transformative change 
required. Attention to other levels and scales is critical. Examples of 
local and territorial governance arrangements  can be instructive and 
hopeful here, and can take the form of participatory councils, peo-
ple-led food policy strategies, or quotas that ensure representation in 
decision-making processes.

Vision
Governance Reimagined: A Just Future for All
Our vision is that the governance of our food systems reflects an inte-
grated and joined-up, whole-of-government approach that connects 
across multiple levels (from the local to the global). Representatives in 
decision-making spaces bring forward a plurality of views and are fairly 
compensated and supported for their engagement. Decision-making 
bodies, at all scales, are composed of representatives of those most 
affected by food policies, and mechanisms are in place to ensure that 
the most affected are directly and meaningfully shaping these poli-
cies. The phrase “most affected” refers to populations or individuals 
who experience the greatest negative impact or violation of rights due 
to policies, actions, or systemic challenges. This concept is used to 
prioritize intersectionality and ensure that interventions are targeted 
effectively to engage and protect those who are likely to dispropor-
tionately experience negative impacts, including women, Indigenous 
Peoples, racialized minorities, LGBTQIA+ people, young, older, and 
poorer people, but also food producers (i.e. farmers, pastoralists, and 
fisherpeople). 

Careful attention is paid to power inequities between representatives 
and strategies are developed, implemented, evaluated, and revised 
accordingly to ensure effective participation. Intersectional and gen-
der-transformative approaches are the norm. Decision-making bodies 
commit to principles of collective stewardship, prioritizing social and 
ecological well-being over profit. In practice, this means public poli-
cies address critical questions of resource distribution, farmer educa-
tion (including apprenticeships), cooperative farms, seed-saving net-
works, and territorial markets that shorten supply chains and reduce 
dependency on volatile global markets. In developing new policies, the 
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immediate needs of people and planet are positioned in relation to the 
needs of future generations. This is further supported with a commit-
ment to longer-term visions and timelines for programs and policies. 

Trade policies must be reoriented to strengthen regional food sover-
eignty, rather than fostering dependency on multinational corporations 
and export-driven economies. Speculation on agriculture and food 
should be strictly forbidden. A robust system of support has been de-
veloped, tested, and implemented to ensure all food supply chain ac-
tors are supported in the transition towards more sustainable modes 
of production and distribution. The funding for this program should 
be drawn from a wealth tax and a redistribution of existing subsidies. 
And international mechanisms capable of holding corporations and 
states should be accountable for violations of human and ecological 
rights at all levels.
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Recommendations

A radical reconfiguration of governance that strength-
ens multi-level democratic multilateralism 

The broad architecture for global governance was de-
signed in the 1940s and is no longer fit for purpose. 
Not only do we need to reconfigure governance, we 
need to redesign it in ways that are suitable for the 
future. This is deeply complicated, but possible. 

A radical reconfiguration of governance needs to:

• Streamline governance architectures 

• Be multilevel to ensure coherence

• Adopt enforceable and effective accountability 
mechanisms 

• Be driven by coalitions of the willing, led by most-af-
fected constituencies

Build anticipatory and reflexive capabilities into the 
design of governance systems

New capacities are needed to ensure that our systems 
of governance are capable of advancing transforma-
tion in the face of complexity. Traditional approach-
es to policy and governance have proven inadequate 
for advancing such transformations. They have failed 
to anticipate and respond to changes, impacts, com-
plexity, and uncertainty. As a result, policy- and deci-
sion-makers have had to fill the roles of responders, 
fixers, or managers (Kimbell & Vesnić-Alujević, 2020; 
Mazey & Richardson, 2020). We need visionaries with 
anticipatory and reflexive capacities. 

Anticipation is not about prediction. Following Guston 
(2014, p. 218) anticipatory governance is defined as “a 
broad-based capacity extended through society that 
can act on a variety of inputs” in order to manage 
emerging innovations while it is still possible to shape 
their societal trajectory.

1
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Reflexive governance denotes a “mode of steering that 
encourages actors to scrutinize and reconsider their 
underlying assumptions, institutional arrangements 
and practices” (Hendriks & Grin, 2007, p. 332). For food 
systems, reflexivity relates more specifically to:

	 the ability of governments [and intergovernmen		
	 tal organizations] to engage all food system actors 	
	 to deliberate over current values and practices, 		
	 and a capacity to monitor and evaluate, learn and 	
	 respond as creatively, efficiently and responsibly 	
	 as possible (Kugelberg et al., 2021, p. 2).

Learning, anticipating, and being able to effectively re-
spond are critical capacities that are currently lacking 
in the governance of food systems and must be in-
cluded in the future. 

3
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Prioritize the most affected by food policies

Addressing power inequities requires not only redis-
tributing formal authority but also interrogating the 
structural and discursive mechanisms that sustain 
inequality (Gaventa, 2006). In turn, addressing pow-
er inequities necessitates fostering participatory and 
deliberative spaces where those most affected by de-
cisions can contest dominant narratives and pursue 
divergent policy agendas (Duncan & Claeys, 2018). This 
can be done by:

• Undertaking analyses of power relations and making 
inequities visible.

• Designing and enforcing transparent mechanisms for 
participation that account for power inequities (i.e. 
quotas, encouraging participation by more tradition-
ally under-represented actors). 

• Ensuring that participants are adequately and fairly 
resourced and supported.

• Promoting democratic and participatory multilater-
alism while restricting multistakeholder governance, 
thereby also reducing fragmentation. 

• Holding traditionally powerful actors to account if 
they seek to undermine spaces where their power is 
challenged. 

4
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Adopt a pluralist approach to knowledge that recon-
figures relations between science, policy, and practice  
 
To implement this recommendation, it is critical that 
science is integrated as one form of knowledge, but 
not the only form of knowledge. Mechanisms for inte-
grating diverse, uncertain, and, at times, contradicto-
ry or conflicting knowledge must be carefully designed 
and implemented. They must also be robust enough to 
respond to post-truth political contexts. 

5
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Farmers First: Reclaiming 
Seed Sovereignty for 
Biodiverse Value Chains 
Sayed Azam-Ali 

Introduction
The globalization of industrial agriculture has led to farming systems 
in which seeds saved and resown by generations of farmers have been 
replaced by crop varieties bred by commercial companies using stan-
dardized breeding techniques developed in laboratories and tested 
under optimal field conditions. 

By transferring plant breeding into laboratories and experimental sta-
tions, scientists and breeders have developed new crop varieties using 
techniques in controlled conditions that are beyond the scale, tech-
nical skills, or resources of farmers. As a consequence, farmers have 
lost sovereignty over the genetic resources of their own crops.

Diagnosis
Codifying Control: How Law and Policy Formalized 
and Privatized Seed Systems 
In much of the world, the production and marketing of seeds is strictly 
regulated by specific laws that protect the trade and variety of seeds. 
In the 1960s, European seed companies secured “Plant Breeders” Rights 
(PBR) through the UPOV (International Union for the Protection of New 
Varieties of Plants) Convention. In 1985, the US Supreme Court extend-
ed Patent Law to genetically modified organisms. Legal decisions have 
reinforced the status of new crop varieties, genes, gene sequences, 
tissue, plants, and seeds as intellectual property. 

The genetic resources and seeds of the world’s major crops can now 
be owned by commercial entities rather than curated by the farmers 
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who have grown them for millennia. Utility patent protection for plants, 
plant improvement processes, and related technologies have been pri-
oritized by both public and private entities. Since 1980, there has been 
an increasing number of applications for Plant Breeders Rights and 
utility patent applications (Pardey et al., 2013) from a handful of cor-
porate applicants. Between 2001 and 2008 five companies (Monsanto, 
DuPont, Syngenta, Bayer, and Dow) were responsible for 83.4% of US 
patent applications (Pardey et al., 2013) and 35% of EU applications 
between 2003–2007 (Louwaars et al., 2009). 

By 2013, six companies (BASF, Monsanto, DuPont, Syngenta, Bayer, and 
Dow) controlled 75% of the global agrochemical market, 63% of the 
commercial seed market, and more than 75% of all private sector re-
search in seeds and pesticides (ETC, 2015). 

The Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD) states that products from new technologies must re-
spect the precautionary principle and allow nations to balance public 
health against economic benefits. It allows countries to ban imports of 
genetically modified organisms if they believe that there is insufficient 
scientific evidence that the product is safe. This means that exporters 
must label shipments containing genetically altered plant commodities. 
For the most part, the precautionary principle provides a rationale for 
developing countries to resist the influence of major seed producers. 
While 193 member states of the United Nations are signatories to the 
CBD, four are not. These are Andorra, South Sudan, the Vatican, and 
the USA, nations for which the precautionary principle does not apply.

Power Analysis
Dispossessing Farmers, Colonizing Seeds: Power 
Inequities in Global Seed Systems 
Addressing structural inequities concerning who controls seed systems 
and restoring farmers’ agency is critical for ensuring biodiverse seed 
systems that are equitable, sustainable, and resilient. The increasing-
ly technical nature of formal plant breeding means that farmers are 
disconnected from the seed industry and lack sovereignty over what, 
how, and when they grow crops.

The concentration of corporate power prevents the transformation of 
seed systems. The major seed companies now control markets, drive 
science and innovation, and influence policies. They also own key 
patents on enabling technologies, exert political influence over trade 
agreements and seed laws, and impose restrictive contracts on farm-
ers. Researchers, development banks, international NGOs, and phil-
anthropic foundations pursue the agenda set by corporate interests. 

The food system has been corporatized, capitalized, and consolidated 
across the value chain. This has been facilitated through the ownership 
of crop varieties and the processing and marketing of their products 
by a few vertically integrated companies. Together, these companies 
constitute a corporate “agropoly” over a globalized food system and 
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formalized seed system. Investment, policy, research, legislation, and 
power have all been transferred from global common ownership as 
public goods to private goods owned by a small number of corporate 
interests for profit.

Seeds and their products are now treated as commodities that can 
be traded for profit. Instead of a global agricultural commons, we now 
have an increasingly enclosed proprietary rights system. This is un-
derpinned by patents, private licensing contracts for the purchase of 
seeds, and corporate surveillance of farmers to ensure contractual 
compliance. Not only are farmers legally prohibited from saving and 
replanting seeds, but they may no longer own the seeds that they sow. 

The decline in public support for plant breeding means that scientists 
are forced to depend on private funding for their research. Even with 
public funds, there is now a greater emphasis on research that can 
generate income for industry rather than meet the wider needs of so-
ciety. Both public and private research pursues new technologies with 
commercial applications instead of farmer-led innovation that could 
yield better outcomes for agrobiodiversity, social inclusion, livelihoods, 
and the environment. 

Fiscal support prioritizes a few commodity crops rather than diverse, 
nutritious, climate-resilient, and less resource-intensive alternatives. 
By extension this means that we are rewarding bad diets, incentiviz-
ing the production of calorific crops, and subsidizing rich consumers 
rather than food systems that are better for us and the planet.

Intellectual property rights (IPR) are used to underwrite the accumu-
lation by dispossession that further enclose agricultural commons 
(Harvey, 2003; Kloppenburg, 1988, 2010). These legal mechanisms fa-
cilitate accumulation by “agropolies” based in the Global North at the 
expense and increasing dispossession of  farmers in the Global South 
(Harvey, 2003; Kloppenburg, 2010; Wattnem, 2016). 

Formal plant breeding favors uniformity and yield stability in a few 
crops. The genetic homogeneity and stability required for registration 
of plant varieties are developed in research stations that have ide-
al growing conditions and high inputs of external resources, such as 
fertilizer, pesticide, and irrigation. These conditions only favor those 
crops and their varieties that have broad adaptability and yield stabil-
ity (Louwaars, 2005; Ceccarelli, 2009) rather than those suited to local 
conditions and preferences.
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Vision
Reclaiming Seeds and Restoring Power: Farmers at 
the Center of Agroecological Futures
The vision for equitable and just biodiverse seed systems requires that 
farmers regain sovereignty over what crops they grow, how they grow 
them, and for what purpose they are cultivated. Such a vision is pos-
sible because, in much of the world, most crop species are not part of 
a formal process of regulation and certification. These so-called “un-
derutilized” crops provide an opportunity to build a biodiverse seed 
system in which seed sovereignty is entrusted to farmers as public 
goods rather than to corporations as commodities. 

Most crop species are not covered by UPOV. Human beings have 
farmed over 7,000 crops and identified over 30,000 edible plant spe-
cies. Therefore, most crop species, varieties, and landraces are outside 
the formal system. Many can be considered as “opportunity crops for 
the future”.

The informal sector will ensure the supply of seeds and access to them 
for many underutilized crops through farmers’ own production, their 
exchanges with other farmers, or through local markets. These inter-
actions will be guided by social rules and behaviors that have evolved 
over many generations and are bound to local cultures and traditions 
(Westengen et al., 2023).

UPOV will not regulate varieties that are not covered or are no longer 
covered by plant variety protection. Therefore, even plant varieties of 
mainstream crops that are products of the formal seed system can be 
replanted by a farmer without authorization from the breeder. 

In an era of changing climates, it is clear that production systems based 
only on major crops and long, complex supply chains are unsustain-
able. Many mainstream crops lack traits that are crucial for farmers 
who live in variable environments, seek to reduce reliance on external 
inputs, or farm in low-input conditions (Azam-Ali, 2021; Azam-Ali & 
Squire, 2002; Wolfe et al., 2008).

The right to food underpins a biodiverse seed system based on food 
and seed sovereignty. The right to food is enshrined in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UN, 1948). This right is inseparable from 
those that relate to food security, such as the rights to land, water and 
seeds, as well as the right to work, which includes the right to asso-
ciation and collective bargaining. 

For biodiverse seed systems, farmers must be at the center of de-
cision-making, involved in plant breeding, partners in research, and 
agents of change. A farmer sovereignty framework that is also based 
on the right to food and seed sovereignty requires the reforming of 
legal structures that have thus far privatized the ownership of seeds, 
research systems that have subsumed farmers’ knowledge, and pol-
icies that have enabled a food system based on a few staple crops. 
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Seed sovereignty is central to a biodiverse seed system that ensures 
equitable access, communal responsibility, local control, a culture of 
reciprocity, and ethics of care for seed systems (Pimbert, 2022). Seed 
sovereignty enables an alternative vision to the current commodifica-
tion of seeds underpinned by intellectual property rights. This is only 
possible where seeds are treated as part of the global commons sup-
ported by greater agrobiodiversity. 

Food sovereignty, seed sovereignty, and farmers’ rights require farm-
ers to have the freedom to choose what they grow and how they farm. 
This includes control over their seeds. To address power inequities in 
seed systems, structural reforms are needed to intellectual property 
laws and UPOV, as well as advocating for collective seed rights, break-
ing up of seed monopolies, and more public investment. 
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Recommendations

Embed seed sovereignty within rights to food and land 
legislation: The right to food should be reflected in pol-
icies that ensure seed sovereignty and secure land ac-
cess for smallholder farmers and their communities. 
For this, the right to food and seed sovereignty should 
be embedded within national and international policy 
frameworks. Integrating seed sovereignty into global leg-
islation is essential for farmers’ autonomy and protects 
them from corporate control and commercialization of 
seed systems. 

Facilitate market access for farmers and producers in 
biodiverse seed systems: Market access for nutritious 
foods and diverse diets is an essential prerequisite for 
products that are derived from biodiverse seed systems. 
This requires measures that facilitate trade, reduce risks, 
and encourage demand for biodiverse foods.

Provide incentives for farmers and the private sector to 
produce biodiverse foods. The domination of the glob-
al food system by a few corporate players discourag-
es competition between producers and diversification 
among farmers. Incentivizing the production of more 
biodiverse foods requires policies, regulations, financial 
measures, and strategies to stimulate their production, 
marketing, consumption, and affordability. 

Farmer-led research and knowledge networks for bio-
diverse seed systems. Farmer Research Networks offer 
a model in which farmers are involved throughout the 
research process. When supported by knowledge net-
works, Farmer Research Networks can transform re-
search and knowledge exchange in seed systems by 
combining scientific research with Indigenous and local 
knowledge. Associated knowledge systems can provide 
supporting information from scientific and local sources 
through transparent and freely available formats. 

1
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Community Seed Exchange. By building on national and 
transnational initiatives, Community Seed Exchanges can 
provide interconnectivity through the physical exchange 
of seeds and scientific and social capital. They can cu-
rate and exchange information on history, objectives, 
crop types, scale, size, type, and density of seed net-
works, intellectual property rights, and the policy and le-
gal contexts of seed exchanges.

Provide farmers with tools to support decision-making 
for biodiverse seed systems. Supporting farmer-centric 
decision-making for climate-resilient and biodiverse sys-
tems requires novel methods, knowledge bases, climate 
services, and digital tools that retain decision-making 
and agency with farmers in planning for uncertainty and 
change. Such tools should provide publicly available and 
transparent methods to evaluate the potential impacts 
of climate events, pests, and diseases that can influence 
how farmers make decisions. They can also enable cli-
mate-related decision support systems in suitable for-
mats and languages for local farmers and be interop-
erable with other digital farming platforms to prevent 
corporate control of farmers’ data and decision-making 
processes.

Policies that incentivize biodiverse seed systems.  
Rather than subsidizing farmers to produce calorific sta-
ple crops that are ill-suited to increasingly volatile cli-
mates, we need to incentivize farmers to select, breed, 
cultivate, and conserve the seeds of those climate-resil-
ient and nutritious species that can best meet our fu-
ture needs. By transferring support from subsidies to 
public investment in biodiverse seed systems with farm-
ers as decision makers, policies can enable a more equi-
table and biodiverse food system. They can also support 
public procurement and biodiverse food stocks, agro-
ecological practices, co-operative ownership of machin-
ery and storage infrastructure, and investment in mar-
ginalized groups.

5
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