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Abstract

The UN Food Systems Summit was an ambitious and hotly contested event that brought competing approaches to global food
governance into relief. In this article, we unpack the rival visions that circulate around how food systems should be governed,
focusing on two issues that we feel are at the heart of these divergences: authority and legitimacy. We illustrate how both
corporate-philanthropic and food sovereignty networks are struggling to establish epistemic authority of food systems as
well as produce legitimacy through very different approaches to participation and accountability.
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There are eight years left to reach the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs). Food systems lie at the heart of many
of these goals when it comes to lifting people out of pov-
erty, ending hunger, enabling life on the land and mitigat-
ing climate change. Yet all the indicators suggest the food
systems are failing. When it comes to SDG2, hunger has
been increasing, a trend that started before the COVID-19
pandemic (FAO et al. 2020). When it comes to SDG 13, cli-
mate action, food systems are one of the largest contributors
to global greenhouse gas emissions and the loss of biodiver-
sity. Without addressing the emissions from industrial food
systems, the world is unlikely to meet the target of limiting
emissions to 1.5-2 degrees Celsius (Clark et al. 2020). It is
in this context that the UN Secretary-General announced
the organization of a UN Food Systems Summit (UNFSS)
as part of the Decade of Action to raise awareness and push
forward the SDGs. The website of the Summit projects a
great deal of optimism: ‘We can build a just and resilient
world where no one is left behind’; “Transforming food sys-
tems is within reach’.
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The elevation of food systems to such a high-profile event
is indeed cause for hope. When it comes to governance, aca-
demics and civil society organizations have long sought to
shift away from the dominant focus on food production and
productivist solutions, calling instead for greater integration
of the diverse elements and activities connecting produc-
tion, processing, distribution, preparation, consumption and
disposal of food. They have also called for a broader con-
sideration of the social, economic, cultural and ecological
dimensions of food, along with addressing issues of power,
agency and rights (HLPE 2020 XV).

A food systems framing can do just that. If understood
in its multidimensionality and complexity, food systems
approaches have the potential to combine and serve multi-
ple social-ecological objectives, such as the protection and
regeneration of nature, health and wellbeing, as well as the
defense of livelihoods, culture and knowledge, labour and
social relations. Yet the rise of food systems discourse has
generated heated debates on the conceptualization and impli-
cations of the term, attesting to the fact that food systems are
fundamentally shaped by relations of power.

Although the leaders of the UNFSS sought to evade
issues of power by calling the UNFSS a ‘People's Summit’
and an ‘Action Summit’, they were in fact deeply imbricated
within them. Having emerged out of a partnership between
the United Nations and the World Economic Forum, the very
first action of the UNFSS process was the appointment of
Dr. Agnes Kalibata, the President of the Alliance for a Green
Revolution in Africa (AGRA), largely funded by the Bill &
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Melinda Gates Foundation. Actors in the global food sov-
ereignty movement reacted strongly to the appointment of
Dr. Kalibata, which was a sign that the UNFSS was being
shaped by a shadow network of global philanthropies, mul-
tinational corporations, and powerful states. In the following
months, food sovereignty actors deepened their analysis and
articulated a critique of the FSS around five key points, lead-
ing them to call for a boycott. These five points included:
1) that the decision-making structure of the UNFSS lacked
clarity, transparency and accountability mechanisms; 2) that
it was not firmly grounded in a human rights framework,
despite using a rights rhetoric; 3) that it was co-opting some
of the transformation narratives used by food sovereignty
movements, such as agroecology, resilience and Indigenous
knowledge; 4) that it relied on a narrow view of science
and knowledge to push for technology-driven food systems
development, digitalization and financialization; 5) that
was dominated by corporate interests; and finally, 6) that it
undermined existing democratic governance structures and
multilateral public institutions such as the UN Committee
on World Food Security (CFS), which has mechanisms in
place to facilitate the participation of those most affected by
food insecurity.

In bypassing the CFS, which was reformed to facilitate
inclusive political debates over food security governance,
the UNFSS raised concerns that those leading the Summit
were seeking to redesign global food governance in ways
that favored their interests. The Summit therefore generated
intense political struggles, not only over the future of our
food systems but also over global food systems governance.
Food systems governance refers to the institutions, actors,
rules, and norms that shape how food is produced, distrib-
uted, and accessed across borders (Margulis and Duncan
2016). It also encompasses the processes by which diverse
actors within food systems are incorporated into decision
and policymaking at different levels. Food systems govern-
ance is constituted by competing and overlapping networks
composed of actors including states, civil society, philan-
thropies and transnational corporations who draw on vastly
different resources in exercising power (Canfield 2021).
Through the UNFSS, rival actors consolidated their net-
works and struggled to embed their own visions and interests
into global food systems governance.

In this article, we place the UNFSS in historical context.
By comparing it with previous food summits, we explore
how the UNFSS is reshaping global food systems govern-
ance. We also unpack the divergent visions that circulate
around how food systems should be governed, focusing

! Civil Society and Indigenous Peoples Mechanism. What's wrong
with the Food Systems Summit? https://www.csm4cfs.org/wp-conte
nt/uploads/2021/07/Common-analysis-EN.pdf.
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on two issues that we feel are at the heart of these diver-
gences: authority and legitimacy. We analyze the ways in
which competing networks of actors are struggling to set
the terms for authority and legitimacy in the UNFSS and
beyond. In doing so, we excavate the latent vision of gov-
ernance embedded in the Summit, and the contemporary
mechanisms and debates through which global food govern-
ance is being constructed and contested.

Summits and the Reconstruction of Global
Food Governance

UN summits have historically played a key role in galva-
nizing action in response to global food crises as well as
reconfiguring existing global governance arrangements. Past
summits in 1974, 1996, 2002, and 2009, each reconfigured
the institutional architecture dedicated to addressing global
hunger as well as the epistemic and normative frameworks
through which global food and agricultural policy was then
organized. Though space does not permit us to review the
unique context in which each Summit emerged, all of the
Summits were shaped by intense clashes over power.

Prior to the 2021 Summit, UN food summits were organ-
ized as multilateral events. Authority was vested in nation-
states. Powerful states continuously leveraged the frag-
mented landscape of global food governance and tensions
between international institutions to promote their interests
(McKeon 2015). In the 1990s and 2000s, the actors involved
in global governance began to shift. As states pursued pri-
vatization, deregulation, and market liberalization, power
began to accrue in other actors, such as transnational corpo-
rations. In turn, transnational advocacy networks and agrar-
ian movements formed to challenge the power of large agro-
exporting states and promote more effective and equitable
multilateral governance over food and agriculture. Through-
out the past three decades, networks of social movements
and non-governmental organizations have mobilized within
and outside these global institutions to address the struc-
tural causes of hunger ranging from the long-term effects
of colonialism to agro-industrial development initiatives to
neoliberal trade regimes.

Significant changes occurred during the 2009 World
Summit on Food Security (WSFES) that set the stage for the
2021 UNFSS. Organized in the midst of overlapping food
and financial crises, the 2009 WSFS became a battleground
in which competing networks sought to leverage different
international institutions and mechanisms to respond to the
crisis (Duncan 2015). A network of powerful agro-exporting
states and transnational corporations sought to evade respon-
sibility for the crises by exploiting the fragmented food
governance landscape. Transnational agrarian movements,
meanwhile, federated through the International Planning


https://www.csm4cfs.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Common-analysis-EN.pdf
https://www.csm4cfs.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Common-analysis-EN.pdf

Reconfiguring Food Systems Governance

Committee for Food Sovereignty (IPC) organized a counter-
summit, the People’s Food Sovereignty Forum, to challenge
the inaction of powerful states and international institutions,
and denounce the human rights abuses of transnational cor-
porations. By organizing a counter-summit outside of the
WSES, as civil society organizations had done during previ-
ous summits, they worked to reinforce their shared vision,
alliances and promote grassroots solutions grounded in food
sovereignty, the right to food and increasingly, agroecology.
They successfully took advantage of the political opportu-
nity opened up by the global food crisis of 2007-08 to push
for the reform of the CFS and advance their vision of demo-
cratic and inclusive multilateralism.

Through the reform, the CFS became a laboratory for
experimenting and designing a new format for global food
security governance premised on: evidence-based decision-
making and participation/inclusivity. The reformed CFS
included a science-policy interface, the High-Level Panel
of Experts (HLPE), as well as a multi-stakeholder structure
that vested decision-making power in states but enabled dif-
ferent stakeholders (civil society, private sector, philanthro-
pies, the scientific community and international institutions)
to participate and collectively shape decisions. Within that
structure, civil society secured the right to autonomously
self-organize its participation so as to foster diversity, pri-
oritize the voice of those most affected, and speak with
one voice (Brem-Wilson 2015; McKeon 2015; Claeys and
Duncan 2019a). As the ‘foremost inclusive international
and intergovernmental platform for all stakeholders to work
together to ensure food security and nutrition for all’, the
CFS has significantly transformed the conditions through
which authority and legitimacy were historically assem-
bled in global food governance. The process for develop-
ing recommendations includes comprehensive knowledge
assessments by the HLPE and inclusive negotiations that
contribute to the authority of the CFS. The inclusion of the
voices of those most affected by food insecurity who have
the capacity to not only bring local-level issues to the global
stage, but also to bring CFS policy recommendations and
guidelines to the local level, has also endowed the CFS with
significant legitimacy. Together these features have made the
CFS an appealing new governance model.

Over the last two decades transnational social movements
have committed to build, maintain and improve the Civil
Society and Indigenous Peoples Mechanism (CSM) and
have productively engaged with states and other actors in the
CFS. As aresult, they have grown increasingly influential in
promoting the human right to food and nutrition, agroecol-
ogy, women’s rights, peasants’ rights and food sovereignty
(Claeys 2015). Constituencies most affected by hunger and
food insecurity self-organized in the CSM and managed to
speak with one voice to influence CFS debates. They par-
ticipated in generating a number of flagship policy outputs

through consensus, the most recognized one being its Vol-
untary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure
of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National
Food Security. In 2017, after years of advocacy by the CSM,
the CFS began its own political process to develop policy
recommendations on agroecology (Anderson and Maughan
2021).

Complementary struggles for the participation of affected
constituencies in food governance preceded and developed
alongside the reform of the CFS. The transnational agrar-
ian movement La Via Campesina (LVC), representing over
200 million small-scale food producers, signed a partner-
ship agreement with FAO in 2013 which focused on seeds
and agroecology. The IPC, a network bringing together
various agrarian movements, pushed for the FAO to adopt
an agroecological agenda and helped to facilitate a series
of international and regional symposia on agroecology
organized by FAO between 2014 and 2018. In the Human
Rights Council, LVC succeeded in negotiating a new inter-
national legal instrument recognizing new rights for peasants
between 2012 and 2018. The UN Declaration on the Rights
of Peasants and other People working in Rural Areas was
subsequently adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2018
(Claeys and Edelman 2019).

All of these efforts reflect significant advances made
by social movements in bringing the voices of those most
affected by food insecurity and malnutrition into interna-
tional policymaking arenas. Through their participation,
they successfully challenged the hegemonic productivist
narrative that had dominated global food governance since
the 1960s, demanding that their voices, experiences and
knowledge be at the center of food systems governance, so
as to ensure the realization of their rights. Under the former
Director General of the FAO, José Graziano da Silva, there
was growing consensus that food systems needed to be fun-
damentally transformed to address the challenge of hunger,
unhealthy diets, and the contribution of food systems to cli-
mate change. In his final speech to the FAO Conference, da
Silva proclaimed that he was ‘increasingly convinced...that
conventional policies aimed at keeping food prices low for
consumers are contributing to perpetrate rural poverty and
drive internal and external migration, and it is not helping to
bring hunger numbers down. It also contributes to unhealthy
eating and leads to gross under-investment in sustainable
natural resources management’.”

However, the success of transnational social movements
and civil society organizations in shaping global food gov-
ernance also suffered a series of blows and backlash. In 2018
and 2019, the United States’ Ambassador to the Rome-Based

2 Da Silva, José Graziano. 2019. 41st Session of the FAO's Confer-
ence. http://www.fao.org/director-general/former-dg/da-silva/my-state
ments/detail/en/c/1200387/.
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Agencies rebuked the Food and Agriculture Organization for
supporting agroecology and a powerful network of global
philanthropies and transnational agribusiness firms mobi-
lized to challenge the narrative of food systems transforma-
tion, which had been increasingly aligned with the agroeco-
logical vision offered by peasant movements. In 2020, da
Silva’s replacement, Qu Dongyu, signed a partnership with
CropLife, a pesticide company, signaling internal divisions
within FAO but also pressures from powerful networks. CFS
negotiations on agroecology as well as food systems and
nutrition throughout 2020 and 2021 proved very difficult and
disappointing. As powerful actors organized to challenge
the political space created by food sovereignty movements
across UN spaces, they drew on the same strategies that
actors have long drawn on when they have sought to reset
global food governance: a global summit.

Structure and Leadership of the UNFSS

The UNFSS was convened and organized by the UN Sec-
retariat in New York and not by the FAO. A key theme that
pervades the history of Summits is the competition between
Rome and New York and the way that actors have leveraged
the fragmented landscape of global food governance and ten-
sions between institutions to promote their interests (Clapp
and Murphy 2013; Margulis 2017). Powerful networks have
consistently sought to circumnavigate the FAO when they
adjudged that New York-based institutions would provide
them with greater leverage. In 1974, for example, the UN
Secretariat insisted on being the organizer of the World Food
Conference, which led to the decentralization and fragmen-
tation of global food governance, as well the founding of
the dysfunctional and ultimately abandoned World Food
Council (Shaw 2007). During the 2007-08 global food and
financial crises, these dynamics also threatened to derail a
substantive response to the crisis. Powerful actors, particu-
larly the G8, once again sought to route food systems gov-
ernance through the UN Secretariat through the deployment
of a High-Level Task Force on the Global Food Security
Crisis in order to maintain the fragmented architecture of
global food governance (Duncan 2015). Yet due largely to
the mobilization of civil society and states in the Global
South, the FAO successfully consolidated its authority over
global food security governance through the reformed CFS.
In parallel, powerful actors have continued to push for food
systems governance through multi-stakeholder initiatives
such as the Scaling Up Nutrition Movement, the Global Alli-
ance for Improved Nutrition, as well as New York-based
forums such as the High-Level Political Forum on Sustain-
able Development.

The UNFSS was the direct result of a strategic partnership
that the UN Secretariat signed with the World Economic
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Forum (WEF) in July 2019. For the past two decades, the
UN Secretariat, along with UN bodies including the FAO
and Human Rights Council, have developed increasingly
friendly and formal relationships with transnational corpora-
tions in response to dwindling financial resources and politi-
cal authority (Bruno and Karliner 2002; Gleckman 2018).
In turn, the corporate sector has moved to partner with the
United Nations to shore up its legitimacy and influence the
regulatory contexts in which it operates. Indeed, since the
2007-08 global food and financial crises, the WEF has pur-
sued a closer relationship with the UN in an express bid to
redesign global governance in ways that entrench the cor-
porate sector through market-oriented forms of governance
(McMichael, this issue), a vision shared by other power-
ful actors such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
By turning to the UN Secretariat, rather than the FAO, this
powerful group of actors was able to set the agenda for the
Summit and ensure that the leadership of the Summit was
drawn from its networks.

The leadership of the Summit was selected by the UN
Deputy Secretary-General. It was given the prerogative
to frame the issues discussed, design the structure of the
Summit, hire staff, and invite experts to participate in the
UNFSS. The Summit’s two most important leaders, the UN
Secretary-General’s Special Envoy and the Chair of the Sci-
entific Committee were both deeply embedded in the corpo-
rate-philanthropic network that has promoted market-based
and technology-driven approaches to food systems. The for-
mer, Dr. Agnes Kalibata, was simultaneously the President
of the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA)
funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The latter,
Joachim von Braun, served as a member of the World Eco-
nomic Forum’s Council on Food Security from 2008-2011
and continues to serve simultaneously as the co-Chair of the
Programs Committee of AGRA. Together, Kalibata and von
Braun developed a structure and process for the Summit that
bypassed existing institutions.

The UNFSS was rolled out over a period of almost two
years from 2019-2021. It deployed five ‘Action Tracks’ that
each focused on specific dimensions of food systems trans-
formation and established several groups that were focused
on the overall governance and promotion of the Summit.
Three features of the Summit diverged significantly from
past UN food summits.

First, the Summit adopted a multi-stakeholder structure.
Previous Summits have been organized through multilat-
eral institutions of the UN and have respected the normative
framework of public international law through which the UN
has generally operated. In these previous Summits, states
were the primary participants, and the emphasis was on their
commitments to take action and follow up on collectively
made decisions. By contrast, the UNFSS was structured as
a multi-stakeholder initiative. Multi-stakeholder initiatives
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are aimed at including ‘all affected stakeholders’ in deci-
sion-making, but they often take different forms. Some are
focused on developing policy, others are concerned with
standards for particular products and technologies, and still
others are convened around specific projects (Gleckman
2018: 17-26). The UNFSS conformed to none of these more
common uses of multi-stakeholder governance. Instead, as
described below, the outcomes and goals of the Summit,
as well as the decision-making process were never clearly
defined.

Second, though it was announced before the COVID-19
pandemic, the entire Summit took place within the midst
of the pandemic. This transformed the conditions of the
Summit, by precipitating a crisis in the midst of confer-
ence organizing and shifting the modalities of participa-
tion. Unlike other summits that have centered on a few days
of face-to-face meetings between member states with other
stakeholders as observers, the UNFSS included multiple
multi-stakeholder workstreams and ‘Dialogues’ that took
place almost entirely virtually in late 2020 and through-
out 2021. The virtual format of the Summit activities con-
strained the participatory capacity of the Summit not only
due to inequitable access to information and communica-
tions technologies, but also inequitable access to vaccines
and COVID-treatments. It turned the Summit into a mas-
sive media and outreach machine set to convince the world
it was inclusive and participatory. It also meant that food
sovereignty movement actors had to virtually organize their
counter-summit events. The COVID-19 pandemic also fur-
ther exacerbated geopolitical tensions, particularly between
China and the United States. In the midst of these global
struggles over power, the UNFSS stayed strangely silent
on the pandemic despite repeated calls from civil society
and the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food to add the
impacts of COVID on food security on the UNFSS agenda.

Finally, the Summit included a Scientific Group that
helped to set the agenda for the Summit, by establishing
the terms of the debate as well as constructing the frame
through which food systems transformation was evaluated.
As we explore below, the weight given to the Scientific
Group was unprecedented. The Scientific Group devel-
oped a mechanistic definition of food systems, which main-
tained many of the assumptions of the Western productiv-
ist approach to food and agriculture (Montenegro de Wit
et al. this issue). Moreover, the Scientific Group was able to
frame each of the Action Tracks through an agenda-setting
paper. The ‘Pre-Summit’ organized by Special Envoy was
also preceded one week earlier by ‘Science Days’, a three-
day event that included panels on a wide range of topics
that explore the role and potential of ‘science, technology,
and innovation’ for transforming food systems. The narrow
lens through which the Scientific Group approached food

systems combined with its agenda-setting role significantly
influenced the process and outcomes of the Summit.

These features shaped the political terrain through which
actors and networks engaged in the Summit. Whereas the
multilateral framework through which global food gov-
ernance has long located authority in the nation-state and
hinged legitimacy on states’ fulfillment of their duties and
obligations under human rights, in blurring the boundaries
between states, corporations, and civil society, the Summit
reconstituted the terms through which authority and legiti-
macy are constituted in global food governance.

Re-establishing Epistemic Authority Over
Food Systems

The signal distinction between the UNFSS and past global
summits was its focus on food systems. This ‘problematiza-
tion” of food and agriculture diverged from the dominant
problematic through which hunger and malnutrition have
been understood, which is as a result of inadequate produc-
tion (McKeon 2015). The concept and framework of food
systems has been developed over the past three decades by
researchers and civil society actors to promote a more holis-
tic approach to food production and provisioning (Kneen
1989; Blay-Palmer 2012; Béné et al. 2019). Over the past
ten years, the concept of food systems has been elaborated in
the CFS, particularly since the HLPE report on Food Losses
and Waste in the Context of Sustainable Food Systems in
2014. Through the CSM, transnational social movements
and civil society actors have strategically endorsed the con-
cept of food systems to advocate for a holistic, rights-based
and gender transformative food systems approach to govern-
ance, notably in discussions around nutrition (Recine et al.
2021). Although food systems is not a novel concept in food
governance, its mobilization as the dominant framing for
the Summit opened up a new terrain of epistemic conflict in
which competing networks are struggling to claim authority
based on their knowledge and expertise of food systems.
Scholars of global governance have long emphasized the
importance of knowledge in establishing authority within
governance. Peter Hass illuminated the role played by ‘epis-
temic communities’, networks of experts that can shape how
problems are perceived and the best ways to address them
(Haas 1992; 2015). Ole Jacob Sending (2015) has further
argued that authority within global governance is con-
structed by establishing epistemic authority over governance
fields—social spaces of contestation in which competing
actors draw on different symbolic and material resources in
a struggle to establish the meaning and stakes of the object
of governance (Sending 2015: 22). While food systems have
been introduced as an object of governance on local and
regional levels such as through local food policy councils
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and other (Brons and Hospes 2016; Kennedy and Liljeblad
2016; Andrée et al. 2019), the UNFSS marked the ascen-
sion of this concept as the dominant new framing for global
food governance. A key goal of the UNFSS, according to
the Scientific Group was to develop a standard definition of
food systems (Von Braun et al. 2021b).

Since civil society organizations and social movements
have been agitating for this expanded systems framework
in addressing food, the introduction of this frame at the
global level generated significant competition among dif-
ferent epistemic communities and networks. These networks
embraced different forms of knowledge, emphasized differ-
ent aspects of governance, and drew on different resources.
The key network that sought to define food systems dur-
ing the Summit is the Scientific Group, which the Deputy
Secretary-General tasked with ‘ensuring the Summit brings
to bear the foremost scientific evidence and helps expand the
base of shared knowledge about experiences, approaches,
and tools for driving sustainable food systems that will
inform the future’.> The Deputy Secretary-General’s selec-
tion of Joachim von Braun, an agricultural economist, offers
insights into the epistemic and political networks that influ-
enced the Summit. Von Braun, as described above, is deeply
enmeshed in corporate philanthropic networks. Moreover,
he also has a specific vision for global food governance that
he has promoted through publications and networks prior to
the Summit (Clapp et al. 2021). Von Braun was tasked with
selecting the rest of the 25-member Scientific Group.

The Scientific Group drew on limited forms of knowledge
from the natural sciences and economics in defining food
systems governance and transformation. This is reflected in
the Group’s composition, which included 20 natural scien-
tists and 9 economists, with no representation from the other
social sciences or other disciplines. In doing so, it framed
food systems transformation primarily through the frame-
work of innovation, emphasizing the need for technological
and policy innovations based in science, while evading the
structural issues that drive many of the issues underpinning
food systems (Fakhri 2021). Moreover, the Scientific Group
suggested that science should play the ultimate role of arbi-
trating which solutions should be promoted to improve food
systems.

The Scientific Group has sought to institutionalize its
authority by calling for a Science-Policy Interface (SPI)
that will continue to provide scientific advice to guide food
systems transformation (Fears and Canales 2021). Other sci-
entists have challenged the limited understanding of science
in both the Scientific Group and the proposed SPI given the

3 Terms of Reference of the Scientific Group. 30 March 2020. https://
sc-fss2021.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Terms_of_Reference_
web.pdf.
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potential for the SPI to both entrench a perspective that favor
particular interests and its lack of connection to relevant
policy bodies (Montenegro de Wit et al. 2021; Turnhout
et al. 2021). Nevertheless, the leaders of the Scientific Group
continue to promote their proposal (von Braun et al. 2021a).

The Scientific Group of the Summit may play a signifi-
cant role in shaping food systems in ways that are amenable
to the corporate-philanthropic network. However, social
movements composed of small-scale food producers (who
continue to be the primary food producers) draw on their
own symbolic resources to challenge the frames of knowl-
edge promoted by the Summit. Social movements have
drawn on agroecology as an alternative to the narrow forms
of specialized knowledge promoted by the Scientific Group.
Agroecology is a transdisciplinary science, practice, and
social movement that draws from a ‘dialogue of knowledges’
(dialogo de sabares) between indigenous forms of knowl-
edge and Western science (Wezel et al. 2009; Martinez-
Torres and Rosset 2014). This expansive and egalitarian
approach to knowledge claims does not privilege particular
kinds of ‘innovations’ or technologies, but requires solutions
to problems rooted in the social, ecological, and economic
context of peoples.

The HLPE of the CFS has also sought to defend its own
role as the primary Science-Policy Interface body (Clapp
et al. 2021). The CFS takes a pluralist approach to knowl-
edge that not only includes a variety of different forms of
scientific expertise, but also enables stakeholders of the
CFS to nominate experts to participate in HLPE’s scientific
reviews.

As the Summit opens a new space of epistemic strug-
gle over the governance of food systems, each of these
actors and institutions are deploying different and unequal
resources in seeking to assert authority over this emerg-
ing governance object. While these epistemic debates are
unlikely to be resolved anytime soon, the pursuit of estab-
lishing a new SPI for food systems by the leadership of
the Scientific Group has generated significant polarization
among academics, activists, and policymakers. Those con-
cerned are worried that a new SPI would institutionalize
the leadership’s narrow vision of science, technology, and
innovation; would lack a strong grounding and connection
to policymaking process; and, would be designed to bypass
the HLPE and the CFS. Despite ongoing commitments by
the UN Secretariat that they will pursue no new structures
of governance as a result of the Summit, the leadership of
the Scientific Group has nonetheless relentlessly promoted
the creation of a new SPI.
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Reconfiguring Legitimacy in Global Food
Governance

The UNFSS has not only engendered an epistemic strug-
gle over food systems governance, it has also produced new
struggles over how legitimacy is assessed. Legitimacy is
the perceived right to take decisions and make rules and
the belief and perception that these are exercised appropri-
ately (Suchman 1995). There are significant challenges in
assessing the legitimacy of global governance because, as
Jongen and Scholte (2021) note, there are a variety of dif-
ferent actors who perform different functions and who may
assess legitimacy based on different terms. The food sys-
tems framing signals the importance of connecting fields
of global governance (climate, trade, finance, agriculture,
investment) that have been hitherto distinct, so as to address
siloed decision-making processes across various governance
arenas. Yet it also enables the incorporation of new actors
that hitherto may not have been deemed legitimate, such as
corporations and philanthropies. As multi-stakeholderism is
now facilitating the incorporation of all of these actors into
global governance, they are struggling to shape the terms
by which food systems governance is deemed legitimate.
In what follows we consider how legitimacy is being (re)
configured through the Summit. We focus on two dimen-
sions of legitimacy that competing networks are struggling
to influence: participation and accountability.

Participation in Global Food Governance

Participation in policymaking has been referred to as the
new orthodoxy (Baiocchi and Ganuza 2016; Henkel and
Stirrat 2001: 168). Acknowledgement of the complexity
of many global challenges, coupled with concerns around
democratic deficits, has opened up opportunities for greater
participation of non-state actors in policy and governance
processes. In this way, participation is emerging as a key
dimension through which legitimacy is assessed in global
governance. Yet, while participation has the potential to
deliver real benefits, it remains problematic and contested,
in theory as much as practice (Parfitt 2004: 538). When par-
ticipation is viewed as a means, the power relations between
those at the grassroots and decision-makers are left largely
untouched. In turn, objectives, goals and targets remain
defined by traditional authorities (Duncan 2015: 43; Turn-
hout et al. 2021).

In the UNFSS, participation is clearly a key means
through which the Summit leadership seeks to claim legiti-
macy. They describe the UNFSS as a ‘People’s Summit’ and
their combined use of dialogues, action tracks, and a com-
prehensive online platform suggests an unprecedented effort
to engage people from all over the world. In a statement

posted on the website of the UNFSS, the Special Envoy
wrote:

It is a pinnacle moment of the 18-month journey of
the People’s Summit that brought together people
across the world who had a fierce determination to
join us in our ambition to create the change we need
for more inclusive and sustainable food systems. More
than 1000 Dialogues took place across 145 countries
where people raised awareness of the challenges faced
not only at a local level, but globally as well. The lat-
est science and evidence deepened our knowledge of
the problems we must solve. And through public fora,
surveys and an online community, more than 2,500
ideas, 52 solution clusters surfaced through the diligent
and hard work of thousands engaged in the Summit’s
Action Tracks, Levers of Change, Scientific Group and
Constituency Groups (Kalibata 2021).

The scale is indeed impressive. Yet, behind the numbers,
it remains unclear who participated, how their contributions
were processed and how their engagement influenced the
Summit, if at all. In addition, such widespread participatory
processes may at first seem compelling, but they can also
be contradictory and may actually de-legitimize governance
processes. The approach to participation promoted by the
leaders of the UNFSS through its multi-stakeholder archi-
tecture reflects what is often referred to as the ‘all affected
principle.” This principle states that ‘All who are affected
by a decision should have a right to participate into making
it’ (Lagerspetz 2015). The UNFSS has sought to open up
participation to any persons and organizations that wish to
contribute. While the UNFSS has sought to limit the direct
participation of corporations, they are not precluded from
participation through trade associations and other organiza-
tions that represent their interests such as the World Eco-
nomic Forum and the World Business Council for Sustain-
able Development.

On a basic level, the all-affected principle is problematic
because it fails to account for relations of power and influ-
ence. Actors who are more organized or have more resources
are able to dominate participatory processes. It also ignores
that not all people are affected equally, and not everyone
has contributed to the problems equally. It further fails to
provide structures for the organization or participation of
collectives of people, which has been key in other food
governance spaces for ensuring more equitable and repre-
sentative participation and securing the rights of those most
marginalized to speak (Duncan and Claeys 2018). Thus, by
embracing the all-affected principle, the UNFSS has simul-
taneously avoided designing mechanisms to limit the over
inclusion of dominant actors, and/or to prioritize the voices
of those most affected by food insecurity.
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Social movements and civil society organizations have
rejected the logic of the all-affected principle to advance
instead the ‘most-affected principle.” As discussed above in
relation to civil society participation in the CFS, the norma-
tive force of global governance outputs, such as CFS policy
guidelines, derive their power, legitimacy and impact, in part
from civil society participation. In developing this principle,
social movements have worked to categorize and prioritize
those who are most-affected by food insecurity and malnutri-
tion. These groups include peasants, small-scale food pro-
ducers, food-chain workers, fisherfolk, pastoralists and the
urban poor, as well as women and youth. The most-affected
principle was first developed through trial and error in the
autonomous practices of social movements and was taken
up in the 2009 reform of the CFS. It has been reinforced
through the autonomous CSM. This principle, when applied,
can usefully re-politicize governance spaces (Duncan and
Claeys 2018). Using tools such as constituencies and quo-
tas, this approach has proven effective in supporting alli-
ance building and enabling various actors to speak with one
voice in governance arenas, while respecting diversity. It has
also supported direct representation in policymaking spaces
(Claeys and Duncan 2019b).

While social movements have developed their own
approaches to participation, they have also challenged the
‘all-affected principle’ inherent in the UNFSS by drawing
on the framework of human rights. Over the past twenty
years, various UN institutions have elaborated the normative
framework of the right to food (Narula 2010; Claeys 2015).
In 2004, member states of the FAO endorsed the Voluntary
Guidelines to support the Progressive Realization of the
Right to Food, which elaborated a participatory framework
through which governance should be organized. Over time,
the FAO has further elaborated the meaning of participation
in the context of rights-based approaches to food govern-
ance, clarifying that participation should aim to facilitate the
voices of those most marginalized in governance processes.
Given the UNFSS’ embrace of the ‘all-affected principle’
and the absence of collective governmental negotiation and
decision-making, the CSM has challenged the UNFSS as
a ‘non-normative process with an illegitimate governance
structure’ in their counter-mobilization during the ‘Pre-
Summit’ of the UNFSS in July 2021.* As constituencies
primarily affected by hunger they insist that they are not
stakeholders, but rather rights-holders whose voice govern-
ments have a duty to meaningfully incorporate.

4 Declaration of the People’s counter-mobilization to transform cor-

porate food systems. 2021.
https://www.csm4cfs.org/thousands-mobilize-to-call-for-food-syste

ms-that-empower-people-not-companies/.

¥

Accountability in Global Food Governance

Accountability is the second dimension of legitimacy that
is upended by the multi-stakeholder model. It is widely
acknowledged that to perform effectively and legitimately,
global governance institutions require strong accountability
mechanisms. Within multilateralism, accountability rests
with the state, as the primary duty-bearer for human rights
under international law. As Smita Narula explains, “The
foundational paradigm of international human rights law is
the accountability of sovereign states for ensuring the rights
of individuals living within their jurisdiction’ (Narula 2005:
693). The multi-stakeholder approach that has been pro-
moted by powerful networks not only opens up participation
in decision-making processes to other actors, it also raises
questions about how accountability is being reconfigured.

There are multiple interpretations of accountability that
are reflected in different multi-stakeholder approaches to
governance and decision-making. Gleckman (2018) dis-
tinguishes between multi-constituency consultations and
multi-stakeholder governance. The former, he suggests,
work under the authority of nation-states, thereby con-
forming to the understanding of accountability inherent in
international law—that states must be accountable to their
publics for their decisions and actions. The latter is autono-
mous from public governance systems and reflects a differ-
ent understanding of accountability. While the CFS falls in
the category of a multi-constituency consultation process,
the UNFSS is emblematic of multi-stakeholder governance
that leaves states off the hook.

As the sources of accountability are being re-conceptu-
alized within these settings, other dimensions of food gov-
ernance become important for providing accountability. For
example, for Schedler (1999: 15), accountability relates to
answerability and enforcement. Answerability, he suggests,
is the right to receive information and the related obliga-
tions to share it. This vision of accountability is closely tied
to transparency. In the UNFSS, transparency operated to
the degree that information was provided to participants
about how to participate. However, there was little to no
clarity and transparency in terms of how the input from
their consultations would be taken up or incorporated, and
what the ultimate outcome of the Summit would be. Indeed,
throughout the UNFSS this was unclear. Concerns about
transparency and accountability led academics participat-
ing in Action Track 4, which was dedicated to advancing
equitable livelihoods, to approach the UNFSS Secretariat
with concerns about governance. The result was the forma-
tion of a ‘Governance Action Area’ in April 2021, in which
67 people participated. However, by August 25, the Chair of
the Governance Action Area publicly resigned citing a lack
of transparency in decision-making.
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Others suggest that accountability within these new set-
tings should be grounded in robust accountability mecha-
nisms. This approach has been advocated by some academ-
ics supporting the Summit (Covic et al. 2021). They argue
that it would be important to monitor the outcomes of the
UNFSS to ensure that participants are following through
with their commitments. This approach views accountability
not in terms of the process of decision-making, but rather in
the implementation of the Summit’s outcomes. This seems
to be the vision of accountability inherent in the UNFSS.
It has advertised itself as a ‘solutions summit’, emphasiz-
ing its pragmatic role in generating collective engagement
and energy to address food systems transformation. As of
early October 2021, the Summit had advanced twenty-six
‘coalitions’, six ‘solution-clusters’, and registered over 231
‘commitments to action’. This dizzying array of solutions
and actions are composed of public—private partnerships led
by a variety of UN institutions, corporate trade associations,
non-governmental organizations, and academics. None of
the coalitions have been collectively agreed upon by member
states but were voluntarily formed by the UNFSS’ ‘stake-
holders’. With no mandate from states, these coalitions are
unaccountable to any publics.

Governance without force requires legitimacy. The
UNEFSS is seeking to establish a case for legitimacy through
a claim at broad-based and unprecedented participation and
the framing of the Summit of a ‘People’s Summit’. It is
advancing a model of multi-stakeholder governance backed
by powerful actors, while simultaneously bypassing the mul-
tilateral spaces where states come together to take decisions.
The Secretary-General’s final statement to the UNFSS rein-
forced the vision of legitimacy promoted by the powerful
network of actors that lead the UNFSS, with its vague frame-
work of participation and action-centered vision of account-
ability. With no clear financing mechanisms, no clear role
for governmental leadership and limited transparency, it is
very likely that the UNFSS solutions that offer investment
and profit opportunities will see a larger share of capital and
investment, at the expense of other, often community-driven
solutions. Embracing this approach to legitimacy is therefore
likely to undermine the Summit’s own objectives to lead in
the transformation of food systems.

Conclusion

Food systems governance is a dynamic and contested
sphere, constituted by competing networks with unequal
resources, influence and power. The UNFSS is reshap-
ing global food systems governance and the very founda-
tions of authority and legitimacy in global governance. By
replacing multilateralism with multi-stakeholderism, the
UNFSS is advancing a vision of food systems governance

that sets the foundation for stronger corporate influence
both of the UN and food systems at large while simulta-
neously weakening spaces where movements of the most
affected have secured the right to autonomously and col-
lectively organize and participate.

Scholars have long raised concerns that multi-stakeholder
summits may be inappropriate for addressing human rights
(MSI Integrity 2020). Their concerns stem from the fact that
multi-stakeholder governance is premised on voluntary com-
pliance, which undermines international legal frameworks
and democratic standards that serve as the foundation of
international institutions. In contrast to these standards, the
practice of multi-stakeholder governance lacks clear rules
and normative grounding. As competing networks develop
rival notions of participation and accountability, they are
able to shape the practices of multi-stakeholderism in ways
that suit their interests. As a result, multi-stakeholder initia-
tives often serve to mitigate collective action, particularly by
civil society and social movements, because accountability
for decision-making power is ambiguous. This, in turn, fails
to provide the democratic legitimacy necessary for effective
governance.

One question that inevitably emerges from the analysis
above relates to possible alternatives. In exploring alterna-
tives, we should acknowledge that the history of multilateral-
ism has not yielded more equitable global governance. The
politics of multilateralism have been shaped by the structural
dependencies of global capitalism combined with elite and
undemocratic rule (Getachew 2020). Nonetheless, multilat-
eralism has opened up spaces for transnational agrarian net-
works to challenge states at local, national, and global lev-
els, drawing on the mechanisms of public accountability to
prevent human rights abuses and attempt to transform food
and agricultural policies. Food sovereignty actors are keen
to maintain these hard-won spaces, calling for an ‘inclusive
multilateralism’ grounded in state accountability, human
rights and the active and meaningful participation of those
most affected.

In the very short term, questions revolve around the future
of the CFS, the best example we have so far of inclusive mul-
tilateralism. Some have proposed that the CFS should serve
as the main actor to address the UNFSS outcomes. While
the CFS is a more accountable governance body, calling on
the CFS to lead on FSS solutions puts the CFS in a bind. If
the CFS pushes back on adopting the Summit’s agenda, the
outcomes of the UNFSS are likely to be delegated to less
accountable actors and institutions and there is a real risk
that the CFS will be deemed less relevant or capable in a
changing governance architecture. If the CFS does ‘provide
support to the follow-up to the FSS ... where appropriate’
as stated in the Statement of Action by the UN Secretary-
General, the private sector and philanthropic organizations
would need to engage in the CFS through the established
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mechanisms for participation. This could help to re-balance
power relations following the rules and framework of the
CFS. This is also a key reason why it is unlikely that pri-
vate sector-led initiatives will deem the CFS an appropri-
ate forum for follow-up. However, if the CFS accepts the
outcomes of the UNFSS, it also risks de-legitimizing its
own processes. Adopting the agenda of the UNFSS would
effectively bypass the CFS’ own system of democratic
agenda-setting, leading it to take on ‘solutions’ that have
been framed a priori by the UNFSS organizers. Ultimately,
the CFS would be legitimizing a governance process that
actively undermines its own legitimacy.

The tensions raised in this article lead to two key sets of
questions for future research and reflection. With respect
to the reconfiguration of food systems governance: How
are legitimacy and power being re-imagined, reconfigured
and contested in the post-UNFSS governance architecture?
What types of mechanisms can ensure more equitable and
inclusive participation in food systems governance? Which
voices need to be prioritized and how? Whose voices need to
be limited or even removed? How can power be effectively
addressed in multi-stakeholder processes?

When it comes to designing and implementing more equi-
table governance processes capable of integrating various
food system dimensions, we ask: If food systems governance
requires more integration of economic, social, and cultural
considerations, how can more effective linkages be made to
other governance fora (climate, finance, health, trade and
biodiversity)? How do we ensure that normative processes
coordinated at the global level are translated to regional,
national and local contexts?

The paradox of governance is that it is both a key con-
tributor to food system challenges and a key part of any
solution. Addressing these questions is critical for support-
ing the transformations that are urgently needed for more
sustainable, just, rights-based and gender transformative
food systems.
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