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The Political Economy of Food System
Transformation in the EuropeanUnion

Alan Matthews, Jeroen Candel, Nel de Mûelenaere,
and Pauline Scheelbeek

13.1 Introduction

The European Union (EU)’s food system is under pressure for reform. Agriculture
production alone is responsible for 10 percent of the EU’s greenhouse gas emis-
sions (EEA 2020), while the EU’s food system as a whole contributes about three
times as much emissions (Crippa et al. 2021) whenmeasured on a territorial basis.
Current modes of food production in the EU are strongly linked to biodiversity
loss, water and air pollution, animal welfare concerns, and the exploitation of peo-
ple working in the food chain. Diet-induced increases in the number of Europeans
suffering from overweight and obesity have contributed to the rapid spread of
non-communicable diseases, such as diabetes type II, cardio-vascular disease and
various types of cancer, amounting to approximately 16 million healthy lives lost
in the EU in 2017 (GBD 2017 Disease and Injury Incidence and Prevalence Col-
laborators 2018). Furthermore, there are ongoing concerns and debates about the
EU food system’s impacts on ecosystems and livelihoods outside of the continent,
especially in the Global South.

To tackle these and additional food system challenges, the European Commis-
sion in 2020 launched its ambitious Farm to Fork and Biodiversity Strategies,
which are embedded within its overarching Green Deal policy that aims for cli-
mate neutrality by 2050, the decoupling of economic growth from resource use,
the protection of biodiversity and zero pollution. The Farm to Fork (F2F) strat-
egy is a first step toward an EU food policy that covers the whole food chain and
includes both quantified and more generic targets for 2030 and beyond. The Bio-
diversity Strategy as well as the EU Climate Law and recent proposals to apply
sustainability criteria to EU supply chains add further objectives, as summarized
in Table 13.1.

Importantly, whereas the Green Deal strategies have put food system sustain-
ability on top of the EU political agenda, the degree to which they will result in
actual policy change and novel governance approaches remains to be seen. Euro-
pean Commission strategies do not carry legal weight, and to become effective,
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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF FOOD SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION 311

Table 13.1 Green Deal food system objectives

Farm to Fork Strategy – Reduce by 50% the use and risk of both chemical
and more hazardous pesticides by 2030

– Reduce nutrient losses by at least 50% by 2030,
while ensuring no deterioration on soil fertility

– Reduce fertilizer use by at least 20% by 2030
– Reduce by 50% the sales of antimicrobials for

farmed animals and in aquaculture by 2030
– Achieve 25% of total farmland under organic

farming by 2030
– Halving per capita food waste at retail and

consumer levels by 2030
– Create a healthy food environment which makes

the healthy and sustainable choice the easy choice
– Promote the global transition toward sustainable

food systems
Biodiversity Strategy – Expand the Natura 2000 network so that 30% of

EU’s land is protected
– Place at least 10% of agricultural area under

high-diversity landscape features
Climate Law – Zero net emissions by 2050

– Net 55% reduction in emissions by 2030
compared to 1990

External dimensions – Ensure only deforestation-free and legal products
(according to the laws of the country of origin) are
allowed on the EU market, currently covering soy,
beef, palm oil, rubber, wood, cocoa, and coffee

– Due diligence requirements for companies to
ensure their supply chains are free of human
rights, environmental, and forced labor abuses

– Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism for
selected industrial products including fertilizer

– Mirror clauses for selected agricultural practices

Source: Authors’ own tabulation.

they must first be translated into legislation. Various legislative initiatives are pro-
posed in the F2F strategy which will have to pass through the Council of the
EU, constituted by the member state governments, and the European Parliament,
which is directly elected by the EU’s citizens. It is here that the commitment to
food systems transition will really be tested.

In a recent reflection, Schebesta and Candel (2020) discuss four overarch-
ing governance challenges in the implementation process of the Farm to Fork
Strategy. First, there is considerable ambiguity about what a “sustainable food
system” means, with (potential) trade-offs existing between interventions aimed
at different sustainability-related objectives. Second, there is a large discrepancy
between the objectives set out in the strategy and the legal actions and instruments
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312 ALAN MATTHEWS ET AL.

that are proposed, partly due to the limited competences that the EUhas over some
relevant issues and domains. Third, there are considerable institutional disagree-
ments between andwithin theEU’s institutions, partly fueled by deeper differences
in worldviews and policy preferences. Fourth, there is a multi-level coordination
challenge, as realizing many of the Green Deal’s goals is dependent on stepped-up
efforts at national, local, and international levels.

In this chapter, we pick up on these governance challenges and explore them in
more depth for the two sides of the food system that have been particularly cen-
tral to recent debates about an EU food system transition: changing agricultural
practices and fostering healthier and more sustainable diets. The central question
is under what conditions the EU and its member states may be able to bring about
behavioral change among thousands of food producers andmillions of consumers,
so as to realize the Green Deal’s overarching objectives. We reflect on the policy,
political and institutional challenges, and opportunities in this pursuit, drawing on
recent insights and debates from across a range of relevant disciplines. The conse-
quences for food, fertilizer, and energy markets of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022 has only increased the salience of this debate.

13.2 Food Systems Transition in the EU—State of Play

Understanding the institutional framework that could bring about behavioral
change in EU food systems is the starting point for our political economy anal-
ysis. The EU is a unique actor in this volume because of its multi-level governance
framework that determines the scope for action at different levels—EU-wide,
national and local. The EU only has the competences conferred on it by its mem-
ber states through its founding Treaties, the Treaty on European Union (TEU)
which sets out the objectives and principles of the EU, and the Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) which provides the organizational
and functional details. Of the domains that are of particular importance for
the transition to a more sustainable food system, trade policy, the conclusion
of certain international agreements, and the conservation of marine biological
resources under the common fisheries policy are exclusive competences of the
Union.Climate, environment, agriculture, food safety andpublic health are shared
competences between the Union and national governments.

EU decision-making is unique as compared to states in that only the Com-
mission can propose legislation (though it may do so at the request of either
the Council or Parliament). The role of the President of the Commission is thus
much more than the role of the head of the civil service in national jurisdictions.
The Commission, in turn, is divided into a number of Directorate-Generals, each
headed by a Commissioner with responsibility for an area of policy. However, all
legislative proposals must be agreed by the College of Commissioners as a whole.
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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF FOOD SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION 313

Another relevant feature is that the EU has very limited budget resources—
amounting to about 1 percent of its gross national income—but strong regulatory
powers. Of its budget resources, around one-third are allocated to agricultural
policy objectives. Member states can also allocate national budget resources to
agriculture within rules decided at the Union level, but agricultural policy stands
out as one spending area where the Union is the dominant actor. For most other
policy areas, the EU’s influence comes mainly from its regulatory powers.

The complex and fragmented character of EU decision-making procedures
highlights the need for vertical coordination (between Union and member states)
alongside the traditional problem in all states of ensuring horizontal coordination
(between different Directorate-Generals and policy domains) when addressing a
policy challenge such as the transition to a more sustainable food system. How
these coordination issues underpin some of the political economy dynamics and
affect the pace and design of strategies intended to transform food production and
consumption practices in the EU, is discussed in the remainder of this chapter.

13.2.1 The EU Food Policy Framework

In the EU, much of the debate around the transition to a more sustainable agri-
culture revolves around the role of the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).
The obligation to pursue a joint agricultural policy is laid down in the Treaties.
Although formally a shared competence with the member states, the CAP frame-
work and budget is largely determined at the EU level. The CAP is organized in
two Pillars. Pillar 1 finances direct payments to farmers as income support as
well as market management expenditure. Direct payments mostly take the form
of decoupled payments paid per hectare of eligible land regardless of what the
farmer produces or indeed if they produce at all (provided the land is maintained
in a way that it could produce food). Farmers in receipt of direct payments are
required to observe a set of statutory management requirements set out in EU
legislation as well as various standards of good agricultural and environmental
practice (a system known as cross-compliance). Non-compliance can lead to a
reduction in the payment received. Pillar 2 finances rural development activi-
ties including aids to modernize agriculture, the promotion of business activity
in rural areas and agri-environment-climate schemes that compensate farmers for
adopting more environmentally and climate-friendly practices that go beyond the
minimum standards required under cross-compliance. Around three-quarters of
CAP expenditure is allocated to Pillar 1 measures, and the remaining one-quarter
to Pillar 2.

Environmental objectives have been gradually integrated into the CAP over the
past 25 years (Feindt 2010; Matthews 2013). The entry into force of the Single
European Act (1987) added a title on the environment to the European treaties
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314 ALAN MATTHEWS ET AL.

and, for the first time, gave a legal basis for EU environmental policies. The growth
in environmental awareness led to the introduction of a raft of environmental
legislation affecting agricultural practices. Among the more important were the
Nitrates Directive (1991), the Pesticides Regulation (1991), the Habitats Direc-
tive (1992), the Water Framework Directive (2000), and the National Emissions
Ceiling Directive (2001). These regulations and directives sought to protect water
quality across Europe by preventing nitrates from agricultural sources polluting
ground and surface waters and by promoting the use of good farming practices,
to reduce the risks and impacts of pesticide use on human health and the envi-
ronment, to ensure the conservation of particular habitats important for rare or
threatened animal or plant species or important in their own right, to improve the
governance of water quality and quantity issues through an integrated river basin
management approach, and to limit emissions of air pollutants.

The EUhas also developed an extensive body of food legislation,mostly devoted
to ensuring a high level of food safety and protection for consumers. The General
Food Law was adopted in 2002 in the wake of a series of food-related incidents
including the outbreak of bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) in cattle.
This legislation developed an integrated approach to food safety “from farm to
fork” covering all sectors in the food chain. EU rules also define requirements
on subjects like market authorization for food additives, novel foods and geneti-
callymodified foods, chemical, and biological contaminants in food, food hygiene,
tracking and tracing, withdrawal and recall, food labeling, and nutritional claims.
The Green Deal initiatives extend this approach from food safety to include a
broader sustainability perspective.

13.2.2 Modest Results to Date

Despite this extensive body of EU agricultural and food legislation, the EU food
system is far from sustainable. Intensive agricultural practices are largely responsi-
ble for a substantial decline in biodiversity in agricultural ecosystems as reflected
in a drop of farmland birds and losses of insect populations in parts of the EU.
There has been only limited progress in reducing the risks of pesticide use, which
is one of the causes of this decline (European Commission 2020). Soil health and
fertility are rapidly degrading. Around 45 percent of the mineral soils in Europe
have low or very low organic carbon content (0–2 percent) and 45 percent have
a medium content (2–6 percent) and soil loss through erosion continues (EEA
2019). Where there has been some progress (for example, in reducing green-
house gas (GHG) emissions, ammonia emissions, and nitrogen fertilizer use)
much of this reduction occurred during the 1990s decade. GHG emissions and
nitrogen use have flat-lined in recent years and further reductions will require
additional interventions. On average across Europe, about a 40 percent reduction
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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF FOOD SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION 315

in nitrogen inputs would be needed to prevent exceedance of the critical values
beyond which eutrophication can be expected (EEA 2019). Sustainability does
not only cover environmental issues but also has a social dimension. Seasonal
agricultural workers are an important part of the EU agricultural labor force but
their living and working conditions are sometimes unacceptable (Augère-Granier
2021). A recent reform of the CAP regulations in 2021 introduced an element of
social conditionality for the first time by including compliance with national labor
and employment law as one of the eligibility requirements for receipt ofCAPdirect
payments.

On the consumption side, the availability of food has not been perceived as
an immediate, major concern in Europe although the response to the COVID-19
pandemic revealed limitations in theUnion’s preparedness to deal with short-term
shocks. In response, the Commission established a European Food Security Cri-
sis Preparedness and Response Mechanism (Official Journal 2021/C 461 I/01) to
improve coordination between member states, third countries whose food sys-
tems are closely integrated with the Union, and food chain stakeholders. This new
mechanism was activated inMarch 2022 to address the food security implications
of Russia’s war in Ukraine. Food poverty remains a concern in many European
countries, with the situation worsening as the Ukraine war has exacerbated food
price inflation. There are also major challenges regarding ecological sustainability
and public health arising from the dietary choices of European consumers, with
up to 20 percent of all food produced in the EU ending up as food waste.

The General Food Law introduced in 2002 and complemented by subsequent
legislation on hygiene of foodstuffs, food contamination, food labeling, and food
additives generally has been seen as a success in ensuring a supply of safe food to
consumers but less adequate to address broader sustainability issues (European
Commission 2018). The general regulation established the European Food Safety
Authority, tasked with assessing and informing on all risks related to the food
chain. It stresses the “precautionary principle,” sets out a risk assessment approach
and establishes general provisions to ensure the traceability of food and feed. A
Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed allows member states and the Commission
to exchange information rapidly and to coordinate their responses when a health
threat due to food or feed is notified.

Several EU policies and initiatives exist that aim to foster healthy diets. These
include Commission initiatives such as the EU Platform on Diet, Physical Activ-
ity, and Health, regulatory measures on food information to consumers and
nutrition and health claims, strategies to address nutrition and obesity, and spe-
cific instruments such as CAP measures to supply milk, fruits and vegetables to
schools. Initiatives have also been taken at city government level to design more
sustainable food policies, for example, under the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact
(Candel 2020). But it is mainly member states that have the ability to leverage
dietary change. Most EU countries publish official dietary guidelines, including
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food-based guidelines, and an increasing number explicitly consider sustainability
as well as health considerations in their recommendations. However, adherence
to these dietary guidelines remains very low (Scheelbeek et al. 2020) and there
remains a large gap between observed and recommended intakes. Fiscal measures
to promote healthier andmore sustainable diets (e.g., taxes on sugar, fats, or meat,
or lower taxes on fruits and vegetables) have been used to only a very limited extent
(mainly on sugar-sweetened beverages) (Jensen and Smed 2018).

There are some encouraging signs of changes in consumer attitudes. There is
greater awareness of sustainable eating, especially among the younger generation.
Per capita meat consumption has plateaued or shows a gentle decline in most EU
countries, with an even faster substitution of whitemeat for redmeat. For example,
between 2005 and 2021 annual beef consumption per capita in the EU fell from
12.0 kg to 9.7 kg and annual pig meat consumption from 34.0 kg to 31.0 kg, but
these decreases were offset by an increase in poultry meat consumption from 18.6
kg to 24.8 kg (European Commission 2021a). But these figures also demonstrate
that this increased interest has not yet translated into the necessary level of dietary
behavior change, leaving us far behind on reaching our targets on sustainable and
healthy eating.

13.2.3 Farm to Fork Strategy

Against this background, the publication of the European Green Deal and its
agri-food and nature protection elements in the F2F and Biodiversity Strategies
represents a step change in rhetoric and ambition and has injected a new sense of
urgency into the debate. It is also the first time that the production (agriculture)
and consumption (food) dimensions of the food system have been considered
together at EU level, thus paving the way for a more holistic and coordinated
approach to its transformation. The F2F Strategy is built around three central
planks: ensuring the food chain has a neutral or positive environmental impact;
ensuring food security, nutrition, and public health; and preserving the affordabil-
ity of food while generating fair returns for the supply chain. Among the strategy’s
aims are stimulating sustainable production and processing, ensuring food secu-
rity, promoting sustainable consumption, reducing food waste, and combatting
food fraud.

The F2F and Biodiversity Strategies include a range of ambitious targets
intended to put the EU food system on a transformative path to greater sustain-
ability. In addition to the targets for agricultural production outlined in Table 13.1,
the F2F strategy also underlines the importance of consumer behavior change in
food system transformation and climate change mitigation. Among the measures
advocated are empowerment of consumers by better front-of-pack nutrition label-
ing; strengthening of educational messages in schools around sustainable eating;
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promotion of food-based dietary guidelines that incorporate sustainability aspects
and encouragement to use fiscal policy tools to promote healthy and sustainable
diets; an active change in food environments in institutions, including minimum
mandatory criteria for sustainable food procurement by schools, hospitals, and
other public institutions; and setting a legally binding target to reduce food waste.

The F2F strategy was published as a Commission Communication and is not a
legislative proposal. This means that it was not accompanied by an impact assess-
ment examining a range of alternative scenarios and targets and evaluating their
impacts for production and the environment that would normally be required for
new legislation.While a Farm to Fork strategy on sustainable food along the whole
value chain was highlighted in the political guidelines announced by Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen when seeking support for her nomination in the
summer of 2019 (see below), this was not further elaborated until the strategy was
published in May 2020. Thus, the targets in the strategy were the outcome of a
process of intra-Commission negotiation and bargaining and were not the sub-
ject of in-depth consultation with member states, stakeholders, or experts prior to
their announcement. Although the main EU institutions subsequently welcomed
the broad direction of travel set out in the strategy, dissatisfaction with the way
the strategy was launched has led to a steady stream of demands for a full impact
assessment, which was reinforced by the perceived consequences of the Russian
war in Ukraine (European Parliament 2022). The Commission responded that an
impact assessment would accompany each of the legislative initiatives foreseen in
the strategy designed to translate its high-level goals into concrete policies in the
coming years.

The strategy also recognizes the importance of complementing domestic
actions with an external dimension designed to protect domestic producers from
competition with imported products produced to lower standards (the level play-
ing field argument), to avoid externalizing the negative environmental impacts of
EU consumption and to use access to the EU market as leverage to raise global
standards. The extent to which the Green Deal strategy will succeed in acceler-
ating the move to a more sustainable food system will depend on the pace and
ambition of these follow-up initiatives.

An initial test of the EU’s commitment to the Green Deal objectives in the agri-
cultural sector was seen in the negotiations to restructure the rules of the EU’s
agricultural policy for the period 2023–2027. The Commission put forward its
proposal in July 2018 built around a new governance model for the CAP. Specific
objectives for the CAP would be set at the Union level as well as a range of broadly
defined interventions. Member states would then draw up strategic plans set-
ting national targets for these objectives based on a needs assessment, and would
have greater flexibility to design the interventions needed to achieve these tar-
gets. Union oversight would be ensured by requiring Commission approval for the
initial plans as well as through regular monitoring of progress toward the targets.
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When the Commission published its F2F targets in May 2020, the negotiations
on the future CAP were still ongoing between the Council and Parliament. The
Commission wanted member states to commit to national targets for the goals set
out in the F2F strategy and proposed to make approval of the national CAP plans
conditional on this happening. However, member states pushed back, insisting
that the F2F targets had as yet no legal basis and they could not be obliged to
include corresponding national targets in their plans. The Commission ultimately
accepted that the inclusion of any such national targets would be on a volun-
tary basis. When the new CAP legislation was finally agreed in November 2021,
there weremixed assessments regarding its ability to drive the required changes in
agricultural practices or whether it largely represented a continuation of business-
as-usual (Candel, Lakner, and Pe’er 2021; Matthews 2021). While the legislation
allocates a higher share of spending to support farmers to meet environmental
and climate objectives, the fear is that the measures proposed by member states
will require little change to current farm practices and will be designed mainly
as a support to farm incomes. A summary of the observations that the Commis-
sion sent to 19 member states following receipt of their draft plans highlighted
that many member states have been asked to redraft their plans to show higher
environmental ambition and to better clarify how the interventions they propose
will achieve the national values they propose for F2F targets (European Commis-
sion 2022a). A full evaluation of the CAP strategic plans has been promised by the
Commission toward the end of 2023.

The F2F strategy recognizes the health and environmental benefits of mov-
ing to a more plant-based diet with less red and processed meat and with more
fruits and vegetables. Although environmental footprints vary greatly depending
on natural conditions, inputs, management, and machinery at farm level (and to
a lesser extent on processes beyond the farm gate), there is overwhelming evi-
dence that animal-source foods are typically associated with higher carbon, land,
water, and biodiversity footprints than plant-based sources of protein. However,
a major weakness in the strategy is the limited discussion on how to bring about
this shift, which puts primary emphasis on labeling and giving consumers better
information to make informed food choices. We return to this issue later in this
chapter.

The strategy appears to assume that the emergence of alternative proteins will in
itself bring about the desired change in consumer behavior. The strategy empha-
sizes the role of research in increasing the availability and sources of alternative
proteins and “novel foods” such as plant, microbial, marine, and insect-based pro-
teins and meat substitutes. However, regulatory obstacles remain. Dairy terms
or names such as milk, cheese, butter, and yogurt are protected for use in the
animal-source foods sector. Plant based dairy alternatives must use alternative
names such as “drink,” “beverage,” etc. (Annex VII of Regulation (EU) 1308/2013).
The use of terms such as “alternative” or “replacement” on packaging if directly
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referring to an animal-source food that the manufacturers aim to replace is pro-
hibited. The introduction of more “futuristic” novel foods appears still far away:
lab-grown meat is subject to major challenges in terms of cost of production and
scale-up, while food safety approvals form another hurdle. Development of reg-
ulations for the widespread introduction of insect-based foods on EU markets is
equally in its infancy. A first assessment of an insect product as legal novel food on
EU markets was only conducted by the European Food Safety Authority in 2021
(Lähteenmäki-Uutela et al. 2021).

13.3 Political Economy Explanations for Change
(or the Lack of It)

13.3.1 New Voices Reflected in Decision-Making Fora

The previous discussion has shown that significant changes have taken place at
EU level in terms of agenda-setting with the legitimization of a broader role for
agricultural policy to contribute to environmental sustainability (especially biodi-
versity, soil health, water and air quality) objectives, climate stabilization, and to
public health objectives.¹ At the same time, onlymodest progress has beenmade in
reversing some of the negative environmental and health impacts of agricultural
production. There remains a very large gap between rhetoric and action. From a
political economy perspective, both of these phenomena require explanation.

Studies of the political economy of agricultural policy reform in the EU empha-
size the interplay between the incentives for farmers to demand protection, the
strength of the opposition to farm protection from the rest of society, as well as the
importance of political-institutional changes that influence how farmers and other
interest groups interact when decisions are taken (Swinnen 2008, 2015, 2018).
Political scientists have long used agricultural policy-making as the classic empir-
ical example of a compartmentalized and “exceptionalist” policy-making process
(Skogstad 1998; Daugbjerg and Feindt 2017). This refers both to the arguments
that justify treating agriculture as a sector in need of exceptional treatment, and
also to a policy process in which policy outcomes are decided through bargain-
ing between powerful sectoral interest groups and policy-makers who mostly see
their role as defending and promoting the interests of the sector. At the heart of
this traditional policy agenda has been supporting and maintaining food produc-
tion (often justified as necessary to ensure continued food security), farm incomes,
and farm numbers. Daugbjerg and Feindt put forward the idea that this traditional

¹ Food safety has been a long-standing concern, as has sustainable use of pesticides, there is grow-
ing awareness of the contribution of agriculture to air pollution through emissions of ammonia and
methane, while the adoption of the “One Health” approach has focused attention on the problem of
antimicrobial resistance.
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modelmay be givingway to policy post-exceptionalism resulting from the demand
for more market-oriented and performance-based policies. They highlight how
new institutions and actors (international trade rules, consumer activism, envi-
ronmentalists, animal welfare advocates, retailers) have succeeded in introducing
new norms, values, and interests into the agricultural policy debate.

The broadening of the agricultural policy agenda has been driven, in part, by
the growing weight of scientific evidence that has made it increasingly difficult to
ignore the pressures that agricultural production is putting on the environment.
Youth activism stimulated by the iconic leadership of Greta Thunberg played a
very important role in pushing the need for climate action. The international
commitments that the EU has signed up to, including the UN 2030 Sustainable
Development Goals, the Paris Agreement on climate change and the goals set
out in the Convention on Biological Diversity, have also been important at the
rhetorical level. But transforming these concerns and commitments into a new
policy agenda has required the widening of EU decision-making to include new
stakeholders, actors, and constituencies.

Elections to the European Parliament inMay 2019 shifted the balance of forces.
For the first time, the two largest political groups in theParliament, the center-right
European People’s Party and the center-left Socialist and Democrats group, no
longer had an absolute majority of the seats between them. Significant gains were
made by two groups, the liberal Renew Europe (with close associations to Presi-
dent Macron’s party in France) and the Greens/EFL, and for both of these groups
environmental and climate issues had a higher priority. The incoming Commis-
sion President, Ursula von der Leyen, whose appointment depended on getting
the approval of the Parliament, recognized the significance of these changes and
made the European Green Deal the centerpiece of her political guidelines when
seeking its support for her nomination (von der Leyen 2019).

In the new Commission that took office in December 2019, key responsibili-
ties for implementing the agri-food aspects of the Green Deal were given to the
Commissioners for Environment, and Health and Safety, rather than to the Com-
missioner for Agriculture andRuralDevelopment. In addition, amore hierarchical
Commission structure was introduced creating a new post of Commission Execu-
tive Vice-President (filled by the Dutch Commissioner Frans Timmermans). Tim-
mermans was given overall responsibility for implementing the Green Deal and
other Commissioners whose portfolios would play amajor role, including agricul-
ture, reported to him. In the inter-institutional trilogue negotiations between the
Council, Parliament, and Commission where the final CAP agreement was ham-
mered out, and where normally the Commission would be represented only by
the Agriculture Commissioner, Timmermans played an active role bringing to the
table the voices calling for greater environmental and climate action which would
not normally be present in negotiations on agricultural policy.
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Barriers to the representation of non-farm interests such as consumer, envi-
ronmental, and Global South activists in agricultural policymaking remain. In
the Parliament, responsibility for developing the Parliament’s position on agri-
cultural policy matters is usually given to its agricultural committee which always
has a high proportion of farmermembers. On this occasion, the Parliament’s envi-
ronmental committee was given associated status on those parts of the legislation
with environmental relevance. Although it was an indication that agricultural pol-
icy is no longer seen as the preserve of farmers, the innovation turned out to
have little practical impact. In the Council, CAP negotiations are handled by the
member state agricultural ministers. The business of the agricultural Council is
prepared, uniquely, by a special committee of member state representatives whose
sole interest is agriculture whereas other dossiers are prepared by member state
representatives with oversight over several areas. Farmer organization represen-
tatives often have privileged access to Council meetings, an access not extended to
other representative groups.However, when looking at the list of legislative actions
attached to the F2F strategy, what is striking is that most of them fall under the
responsibility of and will be initiated by the Commissioners with responsibility
for the environment, health and safety, or climate action, rather than by the Agri-
culture Commissioner. These dossiers will then be handled by different Council
formations (for example, environment or health ministers) and different Parlia-
mentary committees. This underlines the conclusion that the EU’s agricultural
policy agenda is increasingly determined by a wider range of interests and pol-
icy concerns than in the past, and that farmers no longer have the sole prerogative
in setting this agenda.

13.3.2 Negative Impacts on Production and Farm Incomes

Although there is no doubting the change in rhetoric and framing around agri-
food policy objectives, implementation on the ground is by no means guaranteed.
Significant obstacles to change need to be overcome. Farm groups perceive these
new demands as conflicting with their values (to produce asmuch food as possible
to satisfy market demand) and interests (where pursuing other objectives is per-
ceived to threaten their income). Governments worry that higher environmental
standards and climate targets will have a negative impact on agricultural output
and employment both on-farm and in ancillary processing industries, which may
particularly disadvantage rural areas that are often lagging behind in any event in
terms of economic activity and employment opportunities. They also worry that
pursuing the sustainability agenda will have adverse distributional impacts if it
leads to higher food prices particularly for low-incomehouseholds. Input suppliers
and food industry actors fear that their businessmodels are being undermined and
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that greater regulation will lead to higher costs and reduced profits. Environmen-
talists worry that higher environmental standards and climate targets will simply
lead to domestic production being replaced by imports, shifting pollution effects
and emissions abroad to exporting countries, and exacerbating the competition for
land and water that is already causing environmental stresses in these countries.

A series of modeling studies simulating the impact of implementing several
Green Deal targets concur that production would fall, although they disagree on
the farm income effects (Beckman et al. 2020; Barreiro-Hurle et al. 2021a; Brem-
mer et al. 2021; Henning et al. 2021;Wesseler 2022). In some studies, market price
responses to the projected fall in production are sufficiently strong to result in an
overall increase in farm income. The value of these studies as guides to outcomes
has been called into question (Barreiro-Hurle et al. 2021b; European Commission
2021; Candel 2022). The ability of market models to simulate changes in pro-
duction practices of the magnitude envisaged in the Green Deal with parameters
calibrated on the basis of themarginal changes seen historically can be questioned.
The measures simulated leave out many of the complementary initiatives foreseen
in the Strategy, particularly on the demand side or in terms of trade policy. The
studies can be seen as unbalanced as they fail to quantify, and in some cases even
to recognize, the value of the environmental and health benefits that the Strategy
is seeking to achieve. They also adopt a business-as-usual baseline against which
to compare their results, without attempting to assess the strength of the negative
feedback loops between ecosystem damage and future potential yields.

These weaknesses indeed suggest that these studies are not a good basis for
planning the food system transition, but it is unlikely that their central insight
will be overturned. Moving toward a more sustainable agriculture with lower use
of external inputs, greater reliance on more extensive production systems, and
deliberately taking land out of agricultural production in order to make room for
nature, will reduce EU production. Also, none of the studies specifically include
targets for reducing agricultural emissions that will likely require reductions in
animal agriculture that go beyond those simulated in these studies or consider
the competitiveness implications of the higher animal welfare standards that have
been flagged by the Commission. It is not surprising that farmers worry about the
potential impact on their incomes. Although some studies suggest that farmers
will be able to compensate for lower production through higher prices, farm-
ers as price-takers in the food chain remain skeptical of this outcome. Previous
research has noted that agricultural policy reform is easier in periods of relative
prosperity for farmers (Swinnen 2018). The price shocks resulting from the Rus-
sian war in Ukraine, notably the sharp increase in feed and fertilizer costs and
fears over the adverse effect on farm income, have led to a noticeable softening
in the political support for making a radical change in farming practices at this
time (Farm Europe 2022). Reconciling this tension between the economic and
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environmental dimensions of sustainability will be critical to the success of the
food system transition.

13.3.3 Differing Understandings of Sustainability

The transition in agriculture is further complicated by differences in understand-
ing of what is meant by sustainable agriculture. Previous analyses have shown how
different actor groups problematize overarching objectives such as “food security”
or “resilience” in different terms, resulting in conflicting policy preferences (Can-
del et al. 2014). In the case of sustainable agriculture, this has partly to do with the
production technology seen as compatible with sustainability. The productivist
view (shared by several of the EU’s trading partners) emphasizes that global land
use constraints require the pursuit of higher yields through sustainable intensifica-
tion and puts a heavy emphasis on the role of technology to reduce external inputs
and to mitigate associated environmental externalities. Agroecological advocates,
on the other hand, emphasize the importance of minimizing external inputs by
working with natural systems and adopting more extensive production methods.
They also tend to be suspicious ofmodern technologies, opposing techniques such
as gene-editing and emphasizing instead the precautionary principle.Others argue
that EU policy agendas still tend to approach food exclusively as a commodity,
whereas alternative framings, such as food as a human right or as a commons, may
open up new policy pathways (Jackson et al. 2021). Moreover, growing concerns
about animal welfare among European citizens have spurred scholarly debates
about the dominance of anthropocentrism, raising questions about the “rights”
of animals or even natural ecosystems in the food system. The fact that the F2F
strategy has advocated for an extensification rather than intensification approach
remains a strongly contested issue.

The other contested issue in discussing sustainable agriculture in the EU con-
cerns the future role for animal agriculture. Animal agriculture contributes 40
percent of the value of agricultural output in the EU but that grossly underesti-
mates its significance given that two-thirds of EU cereals production is used for
animal feed. The off-farm employment in terms of slaughterhouses, feed mills,
and other inputs is also significant, particularly in rural areas. The scientific evi-
dence says that this level of animal production is unsustainable, but neither the EU
nor member states have endorsed this view, and there are no plans in place to help
livestock farmers in this transition.² Reducing EU livestock production, say, by half
in the decade to 2030 as some advocate, would be an even bigger transition than

² In early 2022, the Dutch government was considering plans to buy out livestock farms in an effort
to reduce livestock numbers to comply with court orders to reduce ammonia emissions.
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the phase-out of coal in Europe (in 1950, employment in coal mines in the main
producers UK, Germany, France, and Netherlands numbered around 1.6 million
workers while in 2016 there were 2.6million holdings in the EU specialized in live-
stock production and a further 2.2 million holdings with some livestock). Farmers
producing feed grains would also have to adjust to find new uses for their land. The
parallel may be misleading given the very skewed distribution of livestock num-
bers. Almost three-quarters of all holdings with livestock in the EU have less than
5 livestock units (LSU), while just 9 percent of holdings with livestock—around
458,000 out of the 10.5 million holdings in the EU—account for 80 percent of
LSU. Yet no serious consideration has been given either in policy circles or in the
academic literature to what a reduction in livestock numbers would mean for land
use or how to provide a “just transition” for these farmers.

13.3.4 Challenges in Changing Food Environments
and Consumer Behavior

Food systems cannot transform without substantial and population-wide con-
sumer action. The collective change of consumers with regards to dietary choices,
food group substitutions and waste management are pivotal in accelerating food
system transformations and reaching food system related climate change miti-
gation goals. Successfully facilitating behavior change proves to be challenging
within all sectors, as humans naturally resist change, but the process of dietary
behavior change is subject to some particular obstacles. Where other public health
initiatives, for example, those relating to reduced consumption of sugar-sweetened
beverages or smoking cessation, were dealing with consumer choices that could be
completely eliminated without health concerns, the anticipated targets in dietary
change toward sustainable diets are subtler. The aim is not necessarily the com-
plete removal of certain food groups in people’s diets, but rather a rebalancing in
the overall proportions of food group contributions to daily consumption. This
complicates the application of “conventional” behavior change mechanisms and
interventions.

First, the rebalancing—rather than removing—food groups from people’s diets
makes the use of stringent legislation and/or tax regimes to encourage consumer
behavior toward sustainable diets complicated. Food is a basic human right and
hence diets should still be affordable for all after implementation of rigorous mea-
sures. There is a danger of diets becoming unhealthier rather than healthier if
affordability steers consumers in thewrongdirection, for example, away frommeat
or other animal-source foods, but toward refined grains, foods with high salt or
sugar contents or otherwise unhealthy energy dense foods. Furthermore, changing
consumption patterns in food outlets does not necessarily lead to healthier diets:
knowledge on correct preparation of “new foods,” cooking skills or the creativity
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to fit them into daily meals can be a real challenge for consumers and could (unin-
tentionally) lead to adverse effects, such as reduced availability of food/meals in
the household, lower enjoyment of meals, and increased food waste.

Second, while food choices are often regarded as autonomous consumer deci-
sions, the reality is far from that. Food environments, from the number of food
outlets in the local area to the placement of products in the supermarket, as well
as access and exposure to foods at school, work, and public service environments,
shape—if not predominantly determine—the purchase patterns of consumers.
Hence, facilitating dietary behavior changewhen only targeting consumers in food
outlets will likely be unsuccessful. It requires a much more coherent food system
wide approach and necessitates transformational change of all aspects of the food
environmentwithwhich people interact on a daily basis. Thismight include strate-
gies such as banning advertisements of unhealthy foods during the day or early
evening to reduce exposure to younger audiences, having “buffer zones” around
educational institutionswhere fast food outlets are banned, and “sugar free” check-
out lanes in supermarkets where customers are not tempted into impulse buying
of high-sugar snacks while awaiting their turn in the check-out queue. Taxes and
subsidies can be effective interventions but have mostly been used to date in a
health rather than sustainability context (Latka et al. 2021). The evidence suggests
that, if used alone, high rates of tax may be necessary to induce significant changes
in consumer behavior (Bonnet et al. 2018) and care needs to be taken to avoid
undesired substitution effects and trade-offs between nutrition and environmental
sustainability (Revoredo-Giha et al. 2018).

Third, sustainable eating is a rather complex concept for the average consumer.
The majority of the population use/consider front-of-package labeling in their
purchase behavior and understand the meaning of various traffic light systems
that are used in different European countries. However, these labels only highlight
one dimension of “informed” decision-making. The sustainability angle brings in
several additional, and sometimes contradictory, dimensions of informed pur-
chasing, including carbon footprints, water use, land use, and biodiversity loss.
These are complex concepts to accurately communicate to consumers. They also
require some time investment from the consumer to avoid misunderstanding or
feeling overwhelmed. Despite guidelines on healthy and sustainable diets rapidly
accumulating in the scientific literature, and which in a limited number of coun-
tries have been translated into food-based dietary guidelines, a solid mechanism
to present this in an understandable and practical way to consumers has not yet
been found.

Food systems transformation will also require the active participation, and in
many cases, regulation, of food companies. The pursuit of short-term profitability
has misdirected manufacturing and processing toward the use of unhealthy ingre-
dients (e.g., palm oil, trans fats, excess sugar, and excess salt). The Commission
has introduced a Code of Conduct on Responsible Food Business and Marketing
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Practices that actors “between the farm and fork” can voluntarily commit to. How-
ever, the literature on such public–private partnerships suggests that in practice
they struggle to make much impact. The Netherlands National Institute for Pub-
lic Health and the Environment (RIVM), for example, found that an agreement
between the Dutch government and industry on product reformulation toward
lower salt, sugar, and fat levels (2014–2020) had only a minor effect (ter Borg et al.
2021). Similar findings have been reported for the English 2011 Public Health
Responsibility Deal, which was criticized for its low ambition and lack of mon-
itoring and sanctioning (Panjwani and Caraher 2014). At the same time, it should
be noted that the evidence base about public-private partnerships in the field of
nutrition is relatively limited, and their effectiveness is likely to be dependent on
the broader governance configurations in which they are embedded (Fanzo et al.
2021). The evidence on the effectiveness of voluntary sustainability standards is
also limited and context-specific (Marx et al. 2022). Political scientists have in this
respect argued that the effectiveness of public–private agreements may be condi-
tional on the presence of a “shadow of hierarchy,” i.e. a threat of more stringent
government intervention in case of non-compliance (Börzel and Risse 2017).

13.3.5 Overcoming Consumer Reluctance to Change

Fatty, salty, sugary and “ultra-processed” food products feature highly in EU
diets because they are designed to appeal but also because they are cheaper.
Animal-source foods are also central to many aspects of European food culture.
For example, many products protected by a geographical indication in the EU
that indicates a high-quality product linked to a particular territory are meats
and cheeses. EU member states have therefore been reluctant to go beyond
general messages to eat these products in moderation (as reflected in national
dietary guidelines) to more interventionist measures based on regulations or fis-
cal measures. Aligned with the demand that governments “should keep out of the
bedroom” that accompanied the relaxation of sexualmores in the 1970s and 1980s,
we now hear demands that governments should “keep out of the kitchen.”

Throughout history, however, food interventionism has been the rule rather
than the exception. As Peter Scholliers pointed out, public food consumption has
been as much the result of politics as from economy, culture and individual pref-
erences (Scholliers 2021, p. 194). In the first half of the twentieth century, for
example, European consumption patterns changed considerably, with a rebalanc-
ing of food groups. Meat, dairy, and fruit replaced the previously dominant wheat
products and potatoes. This was the result of a rise in living standards, but also
of targeted public interventions. During the First World War, food scarcity had
become an urgent societal problem that demanded economic, political, and social
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measures. In the years that followed, scientists discovered the link between diet
deficiencies and pathology, especially in children, and urged governments to focus
on food in public health initiatives (de Mûelenaere 2021). Additionally, new pro-
cessed foods (e.g., sugar, milk) necessitated more a centralized safety and quality
control system. In response, states became—as Josep L. Barona aptly described—
“regulating, stabilizing, disciplining and civilizing” agents in the transformation of
eating habits, and set out a strategy to make populations more healthy and more
resilient in the face of war (Barona 2010, p. 17).

These measures explicitly focused on food consumption, safety, and quality.
An alliance of scientists, food industries and policy makers developed nutri-
tional standards and outlined a range of actions geared toward promoting certain
foods (e.g., meat, dairy, and fruit), while warning against others. This was part of
an international movement that emphasized nutrition as a matter of social and
political importance, as described by The League of Nations’ Health Committee
advisory commission on nutrition (Barona 2010). Along with social policies, gov-
ernments provided tax relief, price control, food subsidies, family allowances, free
seeds, and free schoolmeals. In addition, educational programs, advertising, cook-
books, articles in women’s magazines, and dietary propaganda directly targeted
children and women. These measures, part of the emergence of the social wel-
fare state, fundamentally altered food habits of Western middle-class populations.
Food choices became increasingly influenced by what was considered nutritious
instead of what provided the most energy (Veit 2013).

Today, the need for more sustainable food systems receives some support
from consumers/citizens but survey results show that this is still relatively soft
and focused strongly on health-related aspects such as the absence of pesticides
(BEUC 2020; Eurobarometer 2020). Citizens support specific interventions (e.g.,
using public procurement, better labeling, incentivizing more sustainable prac-
tices among farmers and food companies) but there is little appetite for raising
the price of unhealthy foods. Stronger interventionist measures are controversial
because of their potential effects on income distribution and health inequalities.
Lower-income households are already more likely to purchase foods of poorer
nutritional value, whose prices may be lower than those of more nutritious foods.
Thus, limiting the supply of such foods or raising their price through a food tax
risks affecting disproportionately the poorer parts of populations, who already
spend a greater proportion of their incomes on food purchases as compared to
the expenditure patterns of higher-income households. Governments with an eye
to re-election are well aware of this. Consumer support for sustainability initiatives
may be a fair-weather phenomenon.With foodprice inflation gathering pace in the
EU in 2021 and 2022 as a result of high energy prices and the conflict in Ukraine,
EUmember state governments are evenmore reluctant to push initiatives that will
lead to an increase in the price of food.
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13.3.6 The Need to Reflect the External Dimension

A significant argument against change, particularly when it affects production, is
that reducing production inside the EU will simply shift pollution and emissions
and low standards to third countries who get to increase their exports to make up
for the gap in supply. This effect is referred to as leakage. In the case of GHG emis-
sions leakage, because EU production is on average less emissions-intensive per kg
of product that production elsewhere, there is even the possibility that reducing
emissions from agriculture in the EU could increase global emissions if production
increases outside the EU. Another example might be where more extensive pro-
duction in the EU leads to increased imports, for example, of water-intensive fruit
and vegetable production fromwater-stressed countries (Scheelbeek et al. 2020) or
of animal feed whichmight lead to increased deforestation in exporting countries.
In a food transitions framework, shifts in diets should take place simultaneously
with the shifts in production tominimize such leakages. The impact on global sus-
tainability also depends on whether it is the EU alone that is making the transition
or whether there is a generalized effort to raise standards across many countries.
Finally, complementary instruments such as trade policy and development assis-
tance can be used to minimize the extent of these leakage effects. In practice, these
necessary conditions are still largely absent, so these leakage effects and negative
external impacts in third countries are an important barrier to change.

13.3.7 Changing Market Conditions and the War in Ukraine

Previous work on the political economy of food and agricultural policy reform has
emphasized the role of changes in commodity prices in influencing the trajectory
of reform. For example, Swinnen (2015) explores the impact of the 2008–2009
price spike on the outcome of the negotiations for a new CAP for the 2014–2020
programming period. We also observe how the dramatic changes in agricultural
output and input prices in the course of 2022 which have followed the Russian
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, also reflected in food price inflation, have
altered the discourse around the food system transition in the EU. The situation
on world markets in 2008–2009 and 2022–2023 cannot be directly compared, but
the spike in commodity prices in both instances led to greater prominence for
discourses that emphasized the need to ensure and safeguard food security and
not to risk or undermine food production. As the availability of food supplies for
EU consumers has not been directly at risk following the Ukraine war, the food
security argument has been framed in terms of the need to maintain EU produc-
tion in order to make up for the shortfall in Black Sea supplies on world markets
and thus to dampen the impact of food price increases particularly for importing
low-income developing countries.
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Specifically, the Commission permitted member states to derogate from the
conditions for eligibility for the greening payment by allowing farmers to cultivate
fallow land declared to meet the conditions for crop diversification or ecological
focus areas in 2022. This derogation from the rules on crop rotation and mainte-
nance of non-productive features on arable land was temporarily extended also
to 2023 to encourage the production of cereals “to help increase food security
worldwide.”

Despite these temporary deviations, the Commission has underlined that “The
current crisis lays bare the dependency of the EU food system on imported inputs,
such as fossil fuels, fertilizer, feed and raw materials, confirming the necessity
of a fundamental reorientation of EU agriculture and EU food systems toward
sustainability, in line with the Green Deal and the reformed CAP…” (European
Commission 2022c). However, we have already noted the softening of politi-
cal support for pursuing the agricultural leg of the Farm to Fork strategy as a
result of the changed market outlook. This particularly reflects the very signif-
icant food price inflation (on average, food prices increased by 18 percent in
the EU in the year to November 2022) which, in conjunction with much higher
energy prices, has put severe pressure on the spending power particularly of low-
income households. Governments have been reluctant to contemplate measures
that might put further upward pressure on food prices. This hesitation is reflected
in attempts to slow down the passage of legislative proposals designed to imple-
ment specific targets in the F2F strategy. For example, the Commission proposed
a revised Sustainable Use of Pesticides Regulation in June 2022 that would set
national targets for the reduction in pesticide use (European Commission 2022b)
accompanied by an impact assessment. Bothmember states in theCouncil and the
AGRICommittee of the European Parliament have called for an additional impact
assessment taking into account the impact of the war in Ukraine on global food
security, which would delay further consideration of this proposal. We see clearly
that the outlook for commodity prices, and the implications for both farm income
and food price inflation, can act as a brake on pursuing the food system transition.
At the same time, the food system vulnerabilities revealed by the Ukraine war also
help to make the case why the transition to a more circular, less input-intensive
farming system is even more urgent as a way to improve food system resilience in
addition to limiting its negative impacts on climate, biodiversity and the natural
environment.

13.4 Opportunities to Catalyze the Transition

The European Commission put forward its Green Deal proposal in December
2019 and its Farm to Fork strategy in May 2020. Both the agricultural Council of
Ministers and the European Parliament have expressed support for the general
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direction of travel. However, this chapter emphasizes the dissonance between the
dramatic change represented by the rhetorical commitment to a healthier and
more sustainable food system in the Green Deal, and the significant obstacles that
emerge when specific steps toward that objective are proposed and which mean
that only modest progress has been made to date. This is of course not unique to
the agri-food policy area. Given the urgent need for food system transformation,
accelerating progress requires an understanding of the political economy obstacles
to change and how they can be addressed.

As noted above, the biggest obstacle to change is the tension between the
economic and environmental dimensions of sustainability, reflected both in the
concerns of the farming community over the potential negative impact on their
income, and the concerns of consumers and governments around higher food
prices. The fact that agricultural output may drop as the sustainability require-
ments demanded of agriculture are increased reflects the standard response devel-
oped in the theory of negative externalities in economics. In the longer term, the
changed incentives for innovationwill help to foster disruptive innovation, includ-
ing the scaling up and cost reductions of novel, possibly more sustainable, modes
of production (agroecological practices, microbial fermentation, in vitro meat,
etc.). However, requiring producers to internalize the costs that until now they
have been able to pass on to society at large—the polluter pays principle, which
incidentally is enshrined in the EUTreaties—will in the short-term lead to a reduc-
tion in production. EU farmers already receive a lot of public support, but many
farmers still have relatively low household incomes. On equity grounds, EU gov-
ernments may feel it is unfair to push the polluter pays principle. Are there other
sources of revenue to ease the transition? How should such payments be designed
to facilitate transition and not just maintain the status quo?

Several mechanisms suggest themselves. One potential route is to repurpose
existing EU agricultural subsidies, shifting payments to farmers from simple
income support to providing positive incentives for change. As noted, the 2021
CAP reform represents a modest step in that direction, but the size of that step
can only be assessed when the national CAP strategic plans are fully evaluated.
It is not costless for farmers, as tying payments to taking active steps to develop
more sustainable farm businesses will reduce their value as income support. How-
ever, the Green Deal can create new income streams for farmers, e.g., through the
production of industrial raw materials for the bio-economy, biomass or biogas for
energy, or through payments for ecosystem services including carbon farming.

Improving resource efficiency (e.g., nitrogen use efficiency) and promoting a
circular economy (thus valorizing waste streams) can also be a win–win situation
both for farmers and the environment. Some EUmember states that have imposed
a carbon tax (e.g., Ireland) are using some of the proceeds of that tax to provide
additional incentives to farmers to take climate action. To the extent that farm-
ers have access to technical and management options that allow them to reduce

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/51726/chapter/419834690 by guest on 02 N

ovem
ber 2023



THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF FOOD SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION 331

the adverse environmental impacts of their activities while maintaining produc-
tion, the easier it is to manage the tension between economic and environmental
sustainability. This implies that investment in research and innovation to enlarge
the toolbox of environmentally friendly practices available to farmers should be
urgently ramped up. Innovation is needed in nature-based solutions, data-driven
farming, as well as more high-tech solutions based on molecular genetics, vertical
farming, and alternative proteins.

From a consumer perspective, there are underexplored opportunities to inte-
grate knowledge on mechanisms and pathways of successful dietary change in
the past, which could be used to strengthen current and future behavior change
interventions. While average European diets are far from any definition of a “sus-
tainable and healthy diet,” at an individual or household level there are numerous
examples of pathways where people have successfully shifted their dietary choices
from conventional or average diets (typically unhealthy and unsustainable) to
healthy and sustainable diets. Such positive dietary change patterns seem to have
intensified over the COVID-19 pandemic (and associated severe social disrup-
tion), though unfortunately alongside several patterns of dietary change patterns
associated with worsening diets. Studying pre- and peri-pandemic dietary change
patterns and unraveling what determinants facilitated the shifts toward, and also
the long-term adherence to, sustainable and healthy diets would likely yield piv-
otal insights from a consumer perspective that may prove crucial in future dietary
change strategies. Supermarket panel or loyalty card data could, for example, be a
helpful resource in such analysis.

Funding for the green transition cannot only come from the public sector.
Consumers must also be prepared to pay a higher price for more sustainable pro-
duction. This highlights two of the other political economy obstacles to change:
the difficulty of recouping the higher costs of more sustainable production in a
trading economy where firms and consumers continue to have access to lower-
cost imports; and the reluctance of governments to contemplate higher food
prices, not least because of the difficulties they create for low-income households.
With food bills rising due to the knock-on effects of the war in Ukraine, govern-
ments are even more reluctant to contemplate measures that would add fuel to
the flames.

Given the unique nature of multi-level governance in the EU identified at the
outset of this chapter, there is also a need to ensure coherence between the dif-
ferent levels of governance, particularly between the EU and member states given
their very different competences. As regards agricultural policy, the CAP agreed
for the 2023–2027 programming period introduces a new governance model with
a very different allocation of responsibilities between the EU and member states.
Under the new performance-based delivery model, member states are responsi-
ble for setting targets for several economic, social, and environmental objectives
in their national strategic plans, choosing the interventions to meet these targets
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and allocating EU and national funding appropriately. An indicator-based perfor-
mancemonitoring framework allows the EuropeanCommission to followhowEU
funding is being used. But early evaluations of the draft strategic plans of member
states indicate that it is difficult to assess the real level of environmental ambition
and the extent to which the plans will accelerate the transition to more sustainable
agricultural systems. The need for improved vertical coordination is even clearer
on the food policy side, where the EU’s competences in the area of sustainability
are more limited and largely confined to some (limited) budgetary resources, set-
ting standards, and regulating food labels while member states are responsible for
interventions around public procurement, food environments, fiscal policy, and
dietary guidelines and there is also a significant role for local actors (e.g., urban
food councils). The Sustainable Food Systems Framework Law which the Com-
mission will propose toward the end of 2023 (European Commission 2021c) will
be crucial in enabling greater coordination across levels of government to achieve
the Green Deal objectives.

Another area where greater coherence is required is the need to complement
domestic actions to improve sustainability with a strengthened external dimension
including trade policy measures. The EU has proposed a carbon border adjust-
ment mechanism to apply to six industrial commodities (including fertilizer, but
not food) to avoid carbon leakage due to the potential loss of competitiveness in
those sectors. In the case of agri-food, it is considering the use of “mirror clauses”
that would require imported products to meet the same sustainability standards
as required of EU producers. These latter proposals are still at a very early stage of
consideration and much remains to be decided on the possible coverage of these
mirror arrangements and how they might operate in practice.

The mantra when it comes to food pricing is that the most sustainable food
must ultimately become the most affordable. There may be some possibilities to
subsidize the consumption of more healthy and sustainable foods, e.g., by reduc-
ing the value-added tax (VAT) rate on fruits and vegetables to zero, but most of
the heavy lifting will be done by making less healthy foods and those with heavy
environmental footprints more expensive. Complementary targeted income sup-
port policies will be needed to offset the regressive impacts on poorer households
who both spend a higher share of their household income on food, and also
consume a higher share of unhealthy foods within that basket. Modeling stud-
ies suggest that the tax rates required to achieve the consumption shifts necessary
to replicate desired dietary intakes, if used alone, can be very high (Latka et al.
2021). Complementary efforts to change consumer preferences through infor-
mation campaigns and labeling, the use of public procurement, and mandatory
regulation of foodmanufacturing to reduce the use of undesirable ingredients and
to control marketing strategies, will also be required. Research and development
into alternative proteins to enhance their attractiveness and reduce their cost must
also be continued.
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The debate in the EU on policy responses to the consequences of the war in
Ukraine for food, energy, and fertilizer prices has highlighted the tension between
these several objectives but also the fragility of the political consensus supporting
the green transition in agriculture as laid out in the F2F strategy. Despite no evi-
dence that food security at the EU level is threatened (it is of course a different
matter for low-income households where high food prices will exacerbate existing
situations of food insecurity), the EPP, the largest political group in the Euro-
pean Parliament, called on the Commission President to “refrain from tabling
any new proposal that could undermine our ability to feed ourselves” and for
the postponement of key legislative initiatives foreseen in the F2F strategy.³ The
European Parliament adopted a resolution in which it supported the temporary
planting of fallow land intended to safeguard biodiversitywith protein crops, while
also stating that the F2F target to allocate 10 percent of agricultural land to non-
productive features to maintain biodiversity cannot be implemented in current
market circumstances (European Parliament 2022).

Political leadership is required to avoid the unraveling of the plans for food sys-
tem transformation in the EU.While theCommission has provided this leadership
in formulating the Green Deal package, national governments more exposed to
the vagaries of electoral fortune are often more hesitant. We commented earlier
on the lack of a common understanding of what a sustainable food system means
and how it can be interpreted very differently in the light of different value sys-
tems. We argue that the politicization of future food system directions along these
different value systems is inherent, or even a precondition, to a transition process.
Whereas EU food policymaking has for a long time been low in salience and left to
a closed policy community, the recent emergence of new players and views marks
its rise to the top of EUpolitical agendas. Channeling these different views through
democratic fora is likely to increase the quality and legitimacy of the Green Deal’s
food system ambitions. It could be valuable to make greater use of deliberate insti-
tutions such as food policy councils or citizens’ assemblies for this purpose. At
the same time, it will be a central challenge to avoid the spread of disinformation
causing “dialogues of the deaf ” and an erosion of basic rules of the game, such as
respecting scientific evidence and legal commitments.
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