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Across the world, including in the Netherlands, a transition is unfolding towards sustainable and just food
systems. Despite this directionality, the risk remains that the transition process reproduces existing injustices
and/or creates new ones. In transitions, perceptions of justice play a critical role as perceived injustices can
create disengagement or protest, whereas perceived justice can increase people’s willingness to make changes or
carry costs of the transition. However, what is perceived as (un)just is context specific and defined by people
through their relations within the food system. The aim of this paper is to complement current research on justice
perceptions in food system transitions with insights into their situated, relational nature. In a regional case study,
we ask: how do actors from across the food system perceive justice in an ongoing food system transition in the
North of the Netherlands? Based on data from interviews and a workshop we analysed the food system situations
that people judged as (un)just and the relationships within these situations. We identify five overarching food
system situations which people perceived as (un)just: changes in production practices, food prices, the capacity
to participate, and societal appreciation and critique, and the unequal distribution of power that has not
changed. We call for a reflexive food system transition and conclude that attending to the situated, relational
nature of justice perceptions in ongoing food system transitions helps to create awareness of, and the opportunity
to support or address, existing and new (in)justices.

1. Introduction Situations that can be judged from a justice perspective include people’s

(in)action or (lack of) changes in practices, rules, and structures

Across the world, including in the Netherlands, a transition is
unfolding towards sustainable and just food systems. With the aim to
address injustices, initiatives contribute to changes in practices, rules,
and structures of socio-technical systems that make up the food system
(Bui et al., 2016; Geels, 2011; Markard et al., 2020). However, the risk
remains that actors across the food system reproduce or redistribute
existing injustices or create new ones as the transition unfolds (Gupta
et al., 2023; Hebinck et al., 2021). A growing body of literature on just
transitions emphasises the need to understand the situations in which
justice implications of transitions occur, especially identifying who carry
the costs and burdens of the transition process itself (Heffron and
McCauley, 2018; Newell and Mulvaney, 2013; Tribaldos and Kor-
tetmaki, 2022). These situations are context specific and defined by
people through their relations within the (food system) context.

* Corresponding author.

(Markard et al., 2020; Stumpf et al., 2016). For example, transition
processes can overburden already vulnerable or marginalised commu-
nities or exclude these communities from decision-making processes
(Blythe et al., 2018; McGowan and Antadze, 2023).

Some authors have outlined what needs to happen to make a food
system transition more just (Tribaldos and Kortetmaki, 2022; Tschersich
and Kok, 2022) and centre universal, abstract conceptualisations of
justice. However, insights from food justice literature show that what is
meant by justice is not universal but contextual because it is situated in
relationships that are relative to time and place (Coulson and Milbourne,
2021; Glennie and Alkon, 2018; Moragues-Faus, 2020; Slocum et al.,
2016). These relationships can be between people as well as between
people and living and non-living others such as animals and soil
(Celermajer et al., 2021; Winter and Schlosberg, 2023). In addition,
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these relations cross over time and space with humans and nonhumans
here and now and elsewhere in the past and future (DuPuis and
Goodman, 2005). A transition then (re)shapes relationships within the
food system, including the beliefs and opinions held by people about the
justness of (changes in) food system situations. In other words, as food
system transitions unfold, people’s perceptions of justice change.

It is important to understand how justice is perceived as perceptions
of injustices can create disengagement or protest, whereas people’s
willingness to make changes or to carry the costs of a transition can be
increased when they perceive changes as just (Bal et al., 2023; de Boon
etal., 2023; Wijsman and Berbés-Blazquez, 2022). Although perceptions
of justice have been studied in the context of food system transitions (e.
g. de Boon et al., 2023; Erwin, 2022; Murphy et al., 2022; Puupponen
etal., 2022), the situated, relational nature of these perceptions has been
less explicit. In addition, these studies have often focussed on the justice
perspectives of one group of food system actors, such as producers, and
therefore not analysed interactions between the perceptions of different
stakeholders. The aim of this paper is to complement current research on
justice perceptions in food system transitions with insights into their
situated, relational nature. We ask: how do actors from across the food
system perceive justice in an ongoing food system transition in the North
of the Netherlands? These actors are embedded within relations within
the food system and it is through these relations that they perceive
justice. By adopting an inductive, empirically driven approach to justice
we are able to identify plural perceptions of justice (Wijsman and
Berbés-Blazquez, 2022). We analyse two types of situated relationships.
First, we identify the food system situations that people judged from a
justice perspective and analyse the relationships embedded within these
situations. Second, we analyse the relationship between people’s
different roles in the food system and how they perceived justice. We do
this in the context of an ongoing regional food system transition in a case
study in the North of the Netherlands. Here we conducted interviews
and a workshop with actors from across the food system. The regional
scale offers the opportunity to consider the multitude of initiatives and
networks that make up a food system as well as the synergies between
them. At the same time, this scale is small enough that it allows people to
have an awareness of, and a connection with, food system changes that
have taken place.

In the next section we theoretically ground our analysis of percep-
tions of justice in food system transitions. We then provide a description
of the Dutch and regional food system context and describe the meth-
odology. Subsequently, we present how participants perceived justice in
the regional food system transition. In the discussion we reflect on the
implications of our results for the ongoing food system transition and
reflect on the methodological implications of our approach. We
conclude with the need to move towards a reflexive Dutch food system
transition.

2. Perceptions of justice in food system transitions

In this section we describe the theoretical concepts underpinning the
analysis of perceptions of justice in food system transitions, including
food system situations, theoretical justice perspectives, justice con-
ceptualisations, and principles of justice.

When people are asked how they perceive justice in a (food system)
transition they judge certain (food system) situations as just or unjust
(Stumpf et al., 2016). As mentioned, these situations are context specific
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and defined by people through their relations within the food system.
Examples of food system situations are food affordability, working
conditions in the food supply chain, or decision-making processes
related to land use. These situations have justice implications for certain
subjects of justice, for example for people with a low income, migrant
workers, or Indigenous communities. How people judge (food system)
situations depends on their relationships, experiences, and underlying
norms and values (Coulson and Milbourne, 2021; Dirth et al., 2020;
Wijsman and Berbés-Blazquez, 2022). In the context of a food system
these relationships also connect with people’s role(s) in the food system,
whether only as food consumer or also as actor in other roles. In this
paper we define a food system as a system in which actors are involved
in producing, processing, distributing, and consuming food, and pro-
cessing food waste (Ericksen, 2008) within the context of different food
system environments, including the natural environment, government,
finance, and education and research (Gaitan-Cremaschi et al., 2019).

Justice implications of food system transitions have been studied in
the sustainability transitions and food justice literature. Three main
theoretical justice perspectives underpin this literature: recognition
justice (who or what is/ought to be considered as subjects of justice),
distributive justice (what is/ought to be (re)distributed between whom),
and procedural justice (how and by whom decisions are/ought to be
made) (Coulson and Milbourne, 2021; de Bruin et al., 2023; Tribaldos
and Kortetmaki, 2022; Wijsman and Berbés-Blazquez, 2022). Other
justice perspectives also exist, including inter- and intra-generational
justice, cosmopolitan justice, and multi-species justice (Celermajer
et al., 2021; Coulson and Milbourne, 2021; Gupta et al., 2023). How-
ever, we argue that these perspectives are covered by recognition justice
as they recognise specific subjects of justice: humans and/or nonhumans
over time and space. For a more detailed overview of political philoso-
phy in the context of sustainability transitions see Coulson and Mil-
bourne (2021) and Gupta et al. (2023). Miller (2017, 2013) clarifies that
justice implications only arise when a human agent, whether an indi-
vidual or institution, does or does not fulfil their obligation to those
recognised as subjects of justice. For example, producers can have dif-
ficulty accessing water for their crops or have low soil fertility due to
unequal distributions of water bodies or soil types. These situations
might be perceived as unjust; however, these should not be considered
distributive injustices as those distributions are not due to a human
agent. Only when human agents are involved, for example through
overexploitation of soil or water bodies or by excluding certain com-
munities from management decisions about these nonhumans, do these
situations have justice implications. In those cases, human agents do not
fulfil their obligation to producers, nonhumans, or communities and as a
result justice implications emerge in these situations within
more-than-human relations (Slocum et al., 2016).

People then judge these (food system) situations using what are
called justice conceptualisations (Stumpf et al., 2016). Justice con-
ceptualisations consist of three elements (de Bruin et al., 2023): 1) the
subjects of justice (who is recognised), 2) the distributive or procedural
justice implications due to action or inaction, and 3) the relevant prin-
ciples of justice. De Bruin et al. (2023) found that in the food system
transitions literature authors recognised six broad groups as subjects of
justice: “those with a particular role in the food system, people who are
marginalised, Indigenous communities, those with experiences of
negative consequences of the food system, future generations, and
nonhumans” (p.345). Examples of distributive justice implications they
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found included food accessibility, food affordability, viable livelihoods
and health and wellbeing. Procedural justice implications related to food
democracy, food citizenship, and food sovereignty. De Bruin et al.
(2023) also found that authors in the food system transitions literature
often overlooked principles of justice when analysing justice implica-
tions in food system situations. However, these are important as they
further clarify what people mean by (in)justice (de Bruin et al., 2023;
Miller, 2013; Wijsman and Berbés-Blazquez, 2022). Gupta et al. (2023)
argue that situations can be considered just or unjust if they are, or are
not, based on six types of philosophical justice principles: equality (e.g.
absolute equality or equal opportunity), proportionality (e.g. in pro-
portion to contribution, needs, or desert), rights (e.g. having the right to
be recognised, to participate, to flourish, to have autonomy), priority (e.
g. prioritising the worst off first), sufficiency (e.g. everyone should have
enough or at least a minimum threshold of something), or limits (e.g.
limiting the allocation of something to a certain threshold) (Gupta et al.,
2023; Miller, 2013, 2017; Stumpf et al., 2016). When analysing justice
perceptions within the context of a food system transition, people will
identify a range of food system situations and judge these situations
using various and sometimes conflicting justice conceptualisations.

3. Methodology

Before we describe the methodology, we provide a short description
of the Dutch and regional food system in 2022, the year when we did the
interviews. We do this to contextualise the perceived justice of the food
system transition in the North of the Netherlands. We also describe our
own relationship to the regional case study.

3.1. A description of the Dutch and regional food system in 2022

Geographically, the North of the Netherlands consists of the prov-
inces of Drenthe, Groningen, and Friesland. Approximately 70 % of the
land in the region is used for agriculture, mainly for livestock and crop
production (Statistics Netherlands, 2024). Many producers depend on a
relatively small number of agricultural input suppliers and five main
purchasing companies, connected to a limited number of retailers
(Distrifood, 2024; PBL, 2012), resulting in unequal power relations
across supply chains. In 2022, import and export flows continue to be
affected by both the recovery after corona and the war in the Ukraine
(Jukema et al., 2023). Similar to the rest of the Netherlands, most food
consumed in the region is not produced locally and most of what is
produced in the region is exported to other countries, especially Ger-
many, Belgium, France and the UK (Berkhout et al., 2022; Jukema et al.,
2023; Tamsma et al., 2024). The food system in the North of the
Netherlands is strongly linear, depending heavily on external inputs, and
with large nutrient losses to the soil (Tamsma et al., 2024). At the same
time however, the region is characterised by an increasing number of
circular agriculture initiatives working towards a more sustainable food
system (Hoogstra et al., 2024).

The linear, export-driven food system results in increasingly negative
environmental effects including on water, soil, and biodiversity in the
region and elsewhere. To address these environmental challenges
different policy directives were implemented across Europe (Selnes,
2023). In 2018 and 2019 the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and
Food Quality (LNV) developed a new vision for the agri-food sector to
address these environmental challenges and to offer a long-term
perspective (LNV, 2019, 2018). Despite a number of nitrogen emission
reduction measures the government had implemented over the years,
the European Court of Justice in 2018 and later the State Council of the
Netherlands ruled that these measures were not sufficient to safeguard
protected nature areas. Selnes (2023) describes how, as a result of these
rulings, many construction projects in the Netherlands were blocked and
a large number of farmers lost their nitrogen emission rights. New
measures were proposed by government, but then in 2019 large scale
farmer protests erupted across the country, including in the North of the
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Netherlands. Van der Ploeg (2020) points out that nitrogen was only
used as a proxy to protest against any proposed and future measures that
would restrict farmers.

Since the 1950s, modernisation of Dutch agriculture aimed to pro-
duce food at a low cost so no one would go hungry. This modernisation
has resulted in large-scale, intensive, specialised agriculture that is
heavily dependent on external inputs and international commodity
circuits (LNV, 2018; van der Ploeg, 2020). Van der Ploeg (2020) argues
that farmers involved in this type of agriculture are strongly supported
by agribusiness and farmer unions. In his analysis he describes how
these farmers perceive a moral right or duty to feed the world and
expand their production. They therefore do not accept restricting mea-
sures from parties outside agriculture, including government and con-
sumers. This has also affected the food system context in 2022. That year
a new Minister for Nature and Nitrogen Policy is installed and together
with LNV they try to set up new negotiations with farmer unions, nature
organisations, provinces, and research organisations to work together
for a more sustainable future for agriculture. However, newly proposed
plans are again opposed by farmers and farmer unions (Selnes, 2023). In
addition, farmers are supported by an increasingly populist movement
in Dutch politics, especially by the newly set up political farmer party,
the Farmer-Citizen Movement (BoerBurgerBeweging) (Selnes, 2023).
Van der Ploeg (2020) points out that this populist movement only ad-
dresses the relationship between producers and the state and not the
unequal power relations that characterise the Dutch supply chain.

Within this larger context of the Dutch and regional food system, we,
the authors, have our own relationship with the region. A research
project’ started in 2020 with the aim to co-develop scenarios and
transition pathways towards a circular food system in the North of the
Netherlands. The project was developed in response to the vision of LNV
that sets out circular agriculture as the future pathway towards sus-
tainable food production for the Netherlands (LNV, 2019, 2018). As part
of the project, we set up a learning process that brought together aca-
demic and non-academic actors from across the food system. This paper
draws on two parts of this learning process: a round of interviews and a
workshop. Whilst circular agriculture was the focus of the project,
within the research related to perceived justice in food system transi-
tions we did not specify a particular directionality of the food system
transition.

3.2. Sampling and recruitment

To engage with a diversity of perspectives, we purposively sampled
actors who were either personally, or via their organisation, involved in
the food supply chain or related food system environments in the region
(see Fig. 1). Appendix A provides a detailed overview of participants,
including their food system roles and whether they participated in the
interview and/or workshop. In total 28 participants were interviewed
and 14 participants participated in the workshop. Seven participants
participated in both. We sent invitations to participate in our learning
process via email. If participation was declined (or withdrawn at a later
stage) a similar food system actor was invited instead. A few participants
had a specific role in the research project. Some were members of the
research project team (four academic participants) and others worked
for organisations that co-financed the project (two worked for two
different input suppliers, two for a financial organisation, and two for a
government organisation). Non-academic participants were interviewed
before they joined the learning process. Verifiable verbal consent was
obtained for participating in the interview and written consent for
participating in the learning process.

! The ‘Circular Agriculture in North-Netherlands: Daring scenarios and
Interlinked Transformation’ (CAN-DO-IT) project runs from 2020 to 2025.
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Fig. 1. Overview of total number of people who participated in the interview and/or workshop categorised into their role within the supply chain (inner circle) or in
food system environments (outer circle). Because some participants had more than one role in the food system, the second number indicates how many participants
have a role as a secondary role. For example, three participants’ main role was that of a distributer and one participant had this as a secondary role.

3.3. Data collection

This paper is based on data collected during online one-to-one in-
terviews (January-May 2022) and a workshop a year later (May 2023).
The standardised open-ended interview (Salmons, 2014) covered a
number of topics: participants’ role in the food system, how they would
describe the current and future food system in the region, food system
changes they were aware of and how they evaluated the food system
transition in the region from a justice perspective. In this paper we focus
on the part in which we asked participants: ‘When thinking about
changes in the food system, do you think the food system in the region is
becoming more just or more unjust? I leave it to you to define justice.’
The interviews lasted on average 25 minutes. Audio recordings of the
interviews were transcribed in MS Word.

In the workshop we asked participants to interview each other in
pairs using the same question as in the interview. This time we asked
participants to analyse their own responses to make their con-
ceptualisations of justice even more explicit. We gave participants an
overview of theoretical principles of justice so that everyone had at least
the same basic level of understanding. After participants interviewed
each other, they analysed their own responses by filling in con-
ceptualisation cards for each justice conceptualisation they had
mentioned. These cards consisted of the three conceptualisation ele-
ments: who is recognised, what the distributive or procedural justice
implications are, and which principles are relevant. We then discussed
the conceptualisation cards in a plenary session and reflected on the
exercise. The conceptualisation cards and reflection notes were digitised
in MS Word.

3.4. Data analysis

We first categorised participants into participant types based on their
main role in the food system. For this we analysed either their response
to the first interview question or how they had introduced themselves at

the workshop. Where relevant we also identified their secondary role
(Fig. 1 and Appendix A). In Atlas.ti 22 we then analysed the interview
transcripts and the conceptualisation cards from the workshop following
the process of thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke
(2006).

e Step 1: we familiarised ourselves with the data.

e Step 2: we coded the interview transcripts combining deductive
coding using the framework of de Bruin et al. (2023) with inductive
coding. In this step we coded the three elements of a justice con-
ceptualisation: 1) the subjects of justice, 2) the distributive or pro-
cedural justice implications, and 3) the types of principles of justice
that were directly used by participants or where participants indi-
rectly referred to certain principles of justice in their argumentation.
At this stage we also coded 4) the situation that was judged by par-
ticipants and 5) whether participants felt this situation was, or was
becoming, more just or unjust.

Step 3: Across the interviews we analysed the interrelations between
the five elements mentioned in step 2. Based on this we identified
emerging justice conceptualisations and the situations in which they
occurred.

Step 4: We grouped the emerged conceptualisations into a smaller
number of themes and named these the overarching food system
situations.

Step 5: We analysed the conceptualisation cards that participants had
filled in during the workshop using the codebook that emerged in the
previous steps.

Step 6: Finally, we grouped the justice conceptualisations that had
emerged under each overarching food system situation and identi-
fied the types of participants who had mentioned each con-
ceptualisation. Because the conceptualisations from the workshop
came from conversations between two participants, we could not
indicate the type of participant. For those, we identified whether a
conceptualisation was also mentioned at the workshop.



A. de Bruin et al.

We did the analysis in Dutch as this allowed us to remain close to the
nuance of participants’ responses in the interviews and workshop. This
required us to translate the framework from de Bruin et al. (2023) and
the six types of principles of justice described by Gupta et al. (2023) into
Dutch. Once we completed the analysis, we translated the codebook into
English. Analysis was mainly done by the first author to ensure consis-
tency of analysis across the data. To create awareness of personal bias,
the first author first analysed five interviews. The co-authors then
reviewed the resulting codebook. After reorganising some codes, the
agreed codebook was used by the first author in the analysis of the rest of
the interviews. Before step 5 the updated codebook was again discussed
with the co-authors. The final completed codebook in Dutch and English
is available as supplementary material.

4. Results

In this section we present how participants perceived justice within
the context of the ongoing food system transition in the North of the
Netherlands. We first present the justice perceptions that emerged and
then reflect on how participants’ relations influenced their perceptions.

4.1. Justice perceptions

This section describes the justice perceptions of participants from the
interviews and workshop. These findings are based on all the data,
whether or not more than one person used a certain justice con-
ceptualisation. As mentioned, our analysis revealed overarching food
system situations in which participants perceived that justice implica-
tions arise. We present the perceptions of justice in relation to five
overarching situations that emerged from the data: 1) changes in

Table 1
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production practices, 2) changes in food prices, 3) changes in the ca-
pacity to participate in the transition, 4) changes in societal appreciation
and critique, and 5) power dynamics in the supply chain. Although
presented separately, these five situations and related perceptions of
justice interconnect.

Table 1 through 5 present the detailed justice conceptualisations
related to each of the five overarching situations. In these tables the first
two columns describe the food system situation that a conceptualisation
relates to and whether this is a situation that remains just, remains un-
just, is becoming more just, or becoming more unjust. The next three
columns describe the recognition, distributive, and procedural justice
implications for each situation. In the next column we identify the types
of principles of justice participants used in their argumentation and how
they were applied. We make the distinction between principles based on
equality, proportionality, rights, priority, sufficiency, and limits (see
section 2). In the last column we include the types of participants who
mentioned a justice conceptualisation and whether they were
mentioned during the workshop. In the text, illustrative quotes indicate
the type of participant and a unique participant number that relates to
Appendix A.

4.1.1. Changes in production practices

The first overarching food system situation brings together justice
implications related to production practices in the region (Table 1). The
conceptualisations refer to the more-than-human relational context of
the local and international food system, as participants judged produc-
tion practices mostly in terms of the impact on nonhumans. They
perceived practices that improve the health and wellbeing of nonhu-
mans as just and intensive production practices as unjust. ‘The entire
direction towards a sustainable agricultural system, that I find just.’

Overview of justice conceptualisations related to the overarching situational theme ‘changes in production practices’. The abbreviations stand for: producer — prod,
processer — proc, distributer — dist, consumer representative — cons, waste processer — wpro, input supplier — inps, finance actor - fin, education and innovation actor —
edu, environment and animals representative — env, and government actor — gov, and justice conceptualisations mentioned in the workshop — ‘w’.

Food system situations Remaining or Who is recognised What are distributive What are Types of principles of justice Mentioned by
related to changes in becoming just as subject of justice implications? procedural justice  and their application these types of
production practices or unjust justice? implications? participants
Exporting food from the Remaining just Consumers Food availability Proportionality - based onneed  distr, fin
region to geographic areas elsewhere
where food production is Remaining Producers Inability to compete with Equality - unequal edu
more difficult unjust elsewhere imported products; Viable opportunities
livelihoods
Intensive production Remaining Nonhumans (soil, Reduced quality of natural Rights - not based on respect, distr, cons,
practices focused on unjust water, air) locally resources — their health and Rights — not based on right to wpro, inps, edu,
increased efficiency and and elsewhere wellbeing flourish env, gov
larger scale farming
Externalisation of negative Remaining Humans and Opportunities to produce Sufficiency - not based on fin, env
environmental impacts unjust nonhumans food; Reduced quality of sufficiency, Equality - unequal
elsewhere natural resources — their opportunities, Rights — not
health and wellbeing based on right to flourish
Import of natural resources Remaining Humans and Opportunities to produce Sufficiency - not based on fin, gov
from elsewhere unjust nonhumans food; Reduced quality of sufficiency, Equality - unequal
elsewhere natural resources — their opportunities, Rights — not
health and wellbeing based on right to flourish
Disproportionate amount of Remaining Future generations ~ Opportunities to produce Sufficiency - not based on cons, wpro, edu,
natural resources used by unjust food sufficiency, Equality - unequal env, gov
intensive production opportunities
practices
Changes in production Becoming just Nonhumans (soil, Improved quality of Rights - based on respect, prod, cons, edu,
practices towards more water, air) nonhumans - their health Rights — based on right to env, gov, w
sustainable practices and wellbeing flourish
Increasing use of by-products ~ Becoming just Nonhumans Health and wellbeing Rights — based on right to env
of food production in feed (production flourish
animals)
Improved living conditions Becoming just Nonhumans Health and wellbeing; Rights — based on right to w
for production animals (production Opportunity to behave flourish; Rights — recognition
animals) naturally
Recognition of rights of Becoming just Nonhumans Health and wellbeing; Recognition; Rights — based on right to w
production animals and (production Geographical space for Legitimacy flourish; Rights — recognition

nature in agreements

animals, nature)

nature
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Table 2
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Overview of justice conceptualisations related to the overarching situational theme ‘changes in food prices’. The abbreviations stand for: producer - prod, processer —
proc, distributer — dist, consumer representative — cons, waste processer — wpro, input supplier — inps, finance actor - fin, education and innovation actor — edu,
environment and animals representative — env, and government actor — gov, and justice conceptualisations mentioned in the workshop — ‘w’.

Food system situations Remaining or Who is recognised What are What are Types of principles of justiceand ~ Mentioned by
related to changes in food becoming just as subject of justice?  distributive justice procedural justice their application these types of
prices or unjust implications? implications?” participants
Unaffordability of good Remaining Marginalised Health and Equality - unequal opportunities  prod, gov, w
quality food unjust consumers due to wellbeing
their low income
Consumers who can afford Remaining Producers Not contributing to a Proportionality - not based on prod, edu
higher prices, but choose unjust viable livelihood ability to carry the cost of the
not to buy sustainably transition, Rights — not based on
produced food recognition
Higher prices for sustainably Becoming just Producers Increased income; Proportionality — based on prod, proc, inps,
produced food Contribution to a contribution, Rights — edu, env, gov, w
viable livelihood recognition
Becoming Marginalised Food affordability Equality - unequal opportunities  prod, edu, gov
unjust consumers due to

their low income

@ Please note that in this overarching situational theme participants did not mention procedural justice implications.

(Education and research (22)) ‘Justice is basically when the soil gets a
chance again. [...] By letting the soil work better, you get better quality
produce from your land [...] so you are working in a just way within the food
system.’ (Environment and animals (29)).

Participants explained that intensive practices continue to use a
disproportionate amount of nonhumans, including soil, land, and other
nonhuman inputs, resulting in unjust negative environmental effects.
‘People call for more intensive, and in my opinion more unjust, production
practices as these tax a larger amount of spatial quality and environmental
quality and the soil and everything else.” (Environment and animals (28)).
Here participants also recognised the opportunities for future genera-
tions to produce food. T think the larger the scale, the larger the over-
exploitation. And towards our future generations, is it justified, that we use
the land in such a way that we exhaust it? No, I don’t think that that is just
towards our future generations.’ (Waste processer (13))

Perceptions of justice also related to international more-than-human
relationships embedded in the export-driven Dutch food system. A dis-
tributer involved in an international supply chain perceived it just that
food produced in the fertile region of the North of the Netherlands
continues to be exported to contribute to food availability for people
elsewhere. However, a participant involved in education and research
perceived it as unjust when export flows from the region disrupt liveli-
hoods of producers elsewhere. Others reflected on import flows that are
needed to maintain high levels of production in the region. Participants,
specifically those involved in the financial sector and in government,
perceived these flows unjust in relation to opportunities to produce food
elsewhere. ‘We produce quite a lot here, but of course we have to get a lot of
resources from elsewhere to be able to produce here [...]. So, yes, if you look
at it from that perspective, looking at the whole nutrient cycle, then yes that
might be unjust.” (Finance (16))

In addition, participants in the workshop brought forward con-
ceptualisations related to the recognition of the rights of nonhumans to
flourish within the food system. Participants perceived it just that policy
frameworks increasingly recognise nonhumans, including nature and
production animals. At the time of the workshop negotiations were
ongoing to develop an agreement related to the welfare of production
animals. Participants perceived that those negotiations contributed to
procedural justice as they gave voice to animals. Overall, participants
described that the obligation to make the food system more just in
relation to production practices was mainly with producers, although
they recognised that this depends on the (lack of) capacity of producers
to participate in more sustainable practices.

4.1.2. Changes in food prices
Participants recognised that food prices had increased in general, but

also that sustainably produced food had become more expensive
(Table 2). Participants with roles across the food system considered
higher prices for producers as more just as this recognises their work and
contributes to viable livelihoods. ‘Justice is in my opinion that, on the one
hand, the entrepreneurs who work in the food system earn a fair income ...
that they receive a reasonable payment for the labour they provide and the
input of capital and, on the other hand, that when they need to increase the
labour and capital input that they receive a better price’ (Government actor
(35))

However, participants reflected that for consumers with a low in-
come higher prices make the food system more unjust. This affects food
affordability and consequently people’s health and wellbeing. A pro-
ducer explained: ‘... it is true that healthier food, let’s say, is more expen-
sive. And therefore, not affordable for everyone, and yes, that I also find
unjust.” (Producer (1)). This perspective was shared by several govern-
ment actors, one of whom also referred to the systemic injustice related
to the effect of intergenerational poverty on peoples’ health and well-
being in the region.

Participants, especially those involved in education and research,
also perceived that those who have more ability to carry the cost of the
transition, do not always do this. ‘I find it unjust how producers are put
under pressure because consumers pay so little’ (Education and research
(18)). They argued that those with high(er) levels of income on average
spend too low a percentage of their income on food. ‘ ... giving producers
better compensation [...] that is for those with average or higher incomes not
really a problem, because you don’t spend that much money on food any-
way.” (Education and research (20))

These conceptualisations highlight socio-economic relationships
within the food system in which consumers have the obligation to
support producers. Participants perceived that ensuring producers’ in-
come is a means for consumers to build connection with and show their
appreciation for the labour of producers. At the same time, these con-
ceptualisations indicate important underlying income inequalities
within Dutch society. Participants argued that the government should
ensure equal opportunities for consumers who cannot afford higher food
prices.

4.1.3. Changes in the capacity to participate in the transition

This third food system situation relates to changes in the capacity,
especially of producers, to participate in the transition (Table 3). There
was a recognition that society and government are increasingly
demanding changes in the food system towards sustainability. Partici-
pants perceived it was just when the capacity of producers to participate
in this transition was improved through financial compensation. This
could be in the form of government subsidies or new marketing concepts
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Overview of justice conceptualisations related to the overarching situational theme ‘changes in capacity to participate’. The abbreviations stand for: producer — prod,
processer — proc, distributer — dist, consumer representative — cons, waste processer — wpro, input supplier — inps, finance actor - fin, education and innovation actor —

edu, environment and animals representative — env, and government actor — gov, and justice conceptualisations mentioned in the workshop — ‘w’.

Food system situations Remaining or Who is recognised as What are What are procedural Types of principles of justiceand =~ Mentioned by
related to changes in becoming just subject of justice? distributive justice ~ justice implications? their application these types of
capacity to participate or unjust implications? participants
Dependency on financial Remaining Producers Capacity to Rights — reduced autonomy prod, edu, env
sector through loans and unjust participate;
debt Dependency on other
actors
Lack of recognition of Remaining Producers Not taking Rights — not based on edu
historic roles both unjust responsibility responsibility; Rights — lack of
financial institutions and recognition
governments played in
pushing producers to
intensify and enlarge their
farms
High prices for land Remaining New entrants and Capacity to Equality — unequal opportunities  edu, gov
unjust younger producers participate;
taking over from Inaccessibility of
existing producers resources
Increasing transparency in Becoming just ~ Consumers Access to knowledge Rights — transparency distr, cons,
the supply chain and information env, gov
Government subsidies and Becoming just ~ Producers Capacity to Proportionality — based on inps, gov, w
regulations that support participate; contribution, Equality — more
changes towards Dependency on other  equal opportunities,
sustainable practices actors Proportionality — based on
ability to carry the cost of the
transition; Rights - autonomy
Supermarkets and processers ~ Becoming just ~ Producers Capacity to Proportionality — based on prod, gov, w
that have set up marketing participate; contribution, Equality — more
concepts that ensure Dependency on other equal opportunities,
higher prices actors Proportionality — based on
ability to carry the cost of the
transition
Cooperatives that ensure Becoming just ~ Producers Viable livelihood -  Capacity to Proportionality — based on dist, w
higher prices guarantee of prices  participate; contribution; Solidarity; Rights -
Representation recognition
New business models related =~ Becoming just Producers Viable livelihoods Rights — autonomy; proc, inps, gov,
to e.g. ecosystem services - diversification of Transparency; Proportionality — w
or sustainable energy income based on contribution
production
Willingness to change Becoming Producers, new entrants Capacity to Equality — unequal prod, edu
practices, but unable to do  unjust and younger producers participate; opportunities, Rights — lack of
so due to financial and taking over from Dependency on other ~ autonomy; Rights — lack of
regulatory restrictions existing producers, actors; Willingness to recognition
producers who do not fit change
regulatory norms
Fines for producers who do Becoming Producers Capacity to Willingness to change  Equality — unequal edu
not become more unjust participate; Viable opportunities, Rights — lack of
sustainable livelihoods autonomy
Changing requirements over Becoming Producers Capacity to Rights — reduced autonomy prod, inps, fin,
time unjust participate; edu, gov, w
Dependency on other
actors
Increasing and tightening Becoming Producers Capacity to Rights - reduced autonomy prod, inps, fin,
government regulations unjust participate; edu, env, gov,

Dependency on other
actors

w
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Table 4
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Overview of justice conceptualisations related to the overarching situational theme ‘changes in societal appreciation and critique’. The abbreviations stand for:
producer - prod, processer — proc, distributer — dist, consumer representative — cons, waste processer — wpro, input supplier — inps, finance actor - fin, education and
innovation actor - edu, environment and animals representative — env, and government actor — gov, and justice conceptualisations mentioned in the workshop — ‘w’.

Food system situations related to Remaining or Who is What are What are Types of principles of justice and =~ Mentioned by
changes in feelings of societal becoming just recognised as distributive justice procedural justice their application these types of
appreciation and critique or unjust subject of implications? implications? participants
justice?
Traditional bocage landscape Remaining just ~ Nonhumans - Appreciation for Rights - recognition wpro
(small scale, nature inclusive landscape cultural-historic
agricultural landscape) landscapes
Regulations related to food safety Remaining Distributer Lack of recognition Rights - lack of recognition distr
are strict and processing and unjust of knowledge of
logistics can be difficult to regulations and
organise logistics
Short supply chains in which Becoming just Producers, local Contributing to Increased Proportionality — based on prod, distr, w
consumers buy more local producers viable livelihoods appreciation and contribution, Rights —
produce or invest in local farms recognition recognition, Proportionality -
based on ability to carry the cost
of the transition
Farms that are set up by consumers ~ Becoming Existing Misrecognition Rights - not based on recognition  prod
unjust producers
Feeling of disproportionate Becoming Producers Responsibility Proportionality - share of inps, edu, env
responsibility attributed to unjust responsibility not based on
producers to address negative contribution, Rights — not based
(environmental) impacts related on recognition
to the food system
Feeling disproportionate critique Becoming Distributers Misrecognition of Proportionality - share of distr
unjust share of responsibility not based on
responsibility contribution, Rights — not based
on recognition
Increasing critique that Becoming Producers Misrecognition of Rights - misrecognition prod, env, gov
misrecognises improvements unjust work done
made in production practices
(Social) media presenting a one- Becoming Producers Misrecognition of Rights - misrecognition prod
sided story unjust work done
Citizens who say they support Becoming Producers Not contributing to Rights - not based on recognition =~ w
farmers, but do not act on it unjust viable livelihoods
Producers sharing honest stories Remaining just Consumers, Access to Rights - transparency w
about what is happening producers knowledge

from supply chain actors. However, it was perceived as unjust when no
or too little financial compensation was offered whilst demands
continued to increase or change.

Participants, especially those involved in education and research,
described that many producers are willing to make changes, but are
restricted to do so due to a lack of access to (financial) resources. This in
turn creates unequal opportunities to participate in the transition. Par-
ticipants recognised the debt many producers are in, referring to the
phrase ‘Je kan niet groen doen als je rood staat’ (i.e. you cannot invest in
green (sustainability) if you are in the red (debt). This makes it difficult
for new entrants and for younger producers taking over from existing
producers. One participant explained: ‘You see the willingness to make
changes, but sometimes due to pressure of investors you [producers] have to
continue [with intensive production]. (Education and research (20)). This
same participant perceived the support for sustainable practices as
punishment for those producers who are locked into intensive produc-
tion practices by financers. The access to (financial) resources also de-
pends on what other actors within the food system define as practices
that fit within the transition. A workshop participant highlighted how
financial support was inaccessible to them because the changes they had
made on their farm did not fit within the definition of what constituted
‘sustainable practices’ according to other parties in the supply chain. In
this context one participant involved in research and education recog-
nised the historic roles the finance sector and government have played in
pushing producers towards certain (intensive) production practices.

The capacity of consumers to participate in the transition was also
mentioned. Participants perceived that it was just when increasing
transparency, especially in short supply chains, helps consumers to
make informed choices and contributes to food sovereignty. ‘With
increasing number of short and transparent supply chains, it is becoming more

just for consumers, I think, because they have more insight into their food,
and knowledge about where it is produced and how it is produced’. (Gov-
ernment (32))

These conceptualisations show how the capacity to participate often
depends on (un)equal opportunities that are a result of underlying in-
equalities embedded within economic relationships between producers
and other supply chain actors, government, and the financial sector. As
such they interconnect with power dynamics in the supply chain which
we further explore in section 4.1.5.

4.1.4. Changes in societal appreciation and critique

This overarching situation brings together conceptualisations related
to the emotional side of the food system transition (Table 4). In recent
years societal appreciation for farming in general and for producers in
particular has changed. Participants perceived that the producer-citizen
relationship is becoming more just as more citizens are recognising the
work done by producers, for example by paying more for sustainably
produced food. However, most participants perceived an increase in
critique, which they felt was unjust for two reasons. The first relates to
who in the transition is allocated responsibility. Several participants,
although not producers themselves, perceived that producers are allo-
cated a disproportionate amount of responsibility to address negative
environmental challenges within the Dutch food system. In the context
of reducing Dutch nitrogen emissions one participant said: ‘I think that
many producers feel unjustly treated, in comparison to other sectors, with
regards to the regulations that are put upon them’ (Education and research
(20)). Another participant clarified that ‘many of these [environmental]
challenges end up as the responsibility of farmers’ (Input supplier (15)).

The second reason has to do with misrecognition of work done by
producers and distributers. One producer perceived the increase in
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Table 5
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Overview of justice conceptualisations related to the overarching situational theme 'power dynamics in the supply chain’. The abbreviations stand for: producer —
prod, processer — proc, distributer — dist, consumer representative — cons, waste processer — wpro, input supplier — inps, finance actor - fin, education and innovation
actor — edu, environment and animals representative — env, and government actor — gov, and justice conceptualisations mentioned in the workshop — ‘w’.

Food system situations Remaining or Who is recognised as What are What are procedural Types of principles of Mentioned by
related to power dynamics in ~ becoming just subject of justice? distributive justice justice implications? justice and their these types of
the supply chain or unjust implications? application participants
Powerless position of Remaining Producers, producers Reduced income; High dependency on other Proportionality - not prod, distr, edu,
producers in the supply unjust with long-term Viable livelihood actors based on contribution, env, gov, w
chain leading to little contracts Rights - little autonomy
influence on the price of
food
Producers locked into certain ~ Remaining Producers High dependency on Rights - little autonomy prod, edu
production practices to unjust financial sector
earn back investments
made
Lack of representation in Remaining Producers who Lack of influence within Rights - lack of prod
large farmer interest groups ~ unjust produce sustainably supply chain and representation
of producers who produce government processes
sustainably
Export from the region NNL Remaining Processers in the High dependency on Rights - autonomy inps, gov
to the international market  unjust region requirements of global
supply chain that clash
with stricter national
requirements
Dutch export into other Remaining Producers elsewhere Viable livelihood Equality - unequal edu, gov
countries competing with unjust opportunities
local producers
Higher food prices on the Remaining Consumers elsewhere Food affordability Equality - unequal w
global market due to unjust opportunities
protectionism
Import of natural resources Remaining Humans and Reduced livelihood =~ Dependency on global Equality - unequal fin, gov
from elsewhere for unjust nonhumans elsewhere  opportunities supply chain opportunities
processing in the region
Producers set up shorter Becoming just Producers, consumers Viable livelihoods - Rights — autonomy prod, gov
supply chains or farm shops influence on the
price of food
Increasing requirements for Becoming Producers who made Locked-in Proportionality - not prod, fin, edu
certain products and unjust (large) investments to  dependency on based on contribution,
marketing concepts participate in processers and Equality — unequal
without necessarily marketing concepts supermarkets opportunity
providing more income
Businesses taking the lead Becoming Society Too much influence on the  Equality - unequal w
when deciding the future of ~ unjust future of the food system opportunities;
the food system Proportionality -
disproportionate
influence

criticism as a misrecognition of improved production practices. They felt
this was unjust and even undermined the willingness in the agri-food
sector to make changes. ‘I think we do things much better than 10 years
ago, whereas there is much more criticism on what we do than 10 years ago.
And that of course feels very unjust. And that feeling of injustice, I think this
affects the sector a lot to make changes [...] it reduces the willingness to
change’ (Producer (4)). Another producer had seen consumers setting up
their own farms. This participant perceived this as a misrecognition of
the work done by existing producers. Interestingly, not only producers
suffered from misrecognition. Also, distributers mentioned that their
work was often unjustly criticised. They felt that others across the supply
chain did not recognise their knowledge and skills and one also felt that
the critique they receive is disproportionate to the role they play in the
food system. Important to note here is that this participant did not
perceive distributers as a powerful actor. Instead, they perceived con-
sumers as powerful. Overall, these conceptualisations highlight how
critique, when perceived as unjust, can undermine people’s willingness
to participate in the transition.

4.1.5. Power dynamics in the supply chain

The previous food system situations referred to changes, whereas
power dynamics in the supply chain have mostly remained the same.
According to participants these dynamics are locked into an unjust
distribution of power in which producers have the least amount of

power and supermarkets and distributers the most (Table 5). Producers
themselves recognised this, but also other types of participants,
including a government actor. In shorter and more local supply chains
participants perceived more just power dynamics between producers
and consumers. However, the unequal distribution of power across
conventional supply chains was perceived as unjust for producers. As a
producer explained: ‘The conventional farmer cannot decide what they grow
or influence the price they will get for their crop, nor what they are left with at
the end of the day. All this is decided by the supply chain.” (Producer (1)).
Farmer unions can be powerful actors representing the interests of
producers, but as one producer explained: ‘I think the large farmer interest
groups are not active in serving the interests of producers, let alone towards
sustainability.” (Producer (2)).

Participants involved in finance, government, and input supply also
reflected on power dynamics in international relationships. They
perceived it was unjust when Dutch export and import flows affect
power dynamics in other countries, especially for producers and con-
sumers elsewhere. They also recognised the dependency of processers in
the region on global supply chain actors and what they saw as an unjust
tension between requirements set by these global actors and stricter
requirements set by the Dutch government.

In 4.1.3 we showed how participants perceived that the financial
sector and the government greatly influence the capacity of producers to
participate in the transition. Interestingly, a distributer argued it is
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consumers who are powerful and that they, as distributers, should not be
held accountable or seen as a powerful actor: ‘we dutifully follow the
market’ (Distributer (11)). However, in the workshop participants
perceived the government as having little power. They felt it unjust that
due to a lack of government steering businesses are now deciding the
future directionality of the food system. These conceptualisations show
that all participants perceived that power continues to be unjustly
distributed across the food system. However, who is perceived as having
more power than others depended on who was asked.

4.1.6. In summary

Overall, participants in both the interviews and the workshop
perceived that the food system in the region is changing, but the results
show that (in)action of actors leads to both just and unjust implications.
Three examples illustrate this. First, participants perceived that the food
system is becoming more just as there is more financial and regulatory
support for producers to adopt sustainable production practices that
improve the health and wellbeing of nonhumans. However, they also
identified how unjust negative environmental impacts continue to be
caused by the use of (intensive) production practices and that financial
and regulatory restrictions create unequal opportunities for producers to
adopt sustainable practices. Second, participants felt that the food sys-
tem is becoming more just where producer-consumer relationships are
becoming closer and where there is increased societal recognition of,
and payment for, producers’ work. However, during the transition so-
cietal critique of producers has also increased which was perceived as
unjust and higher food prices have led to food unaffordability for some
people. Third, participants perceived that international flows of food
and resources contribute to just food availability, but that unequal
power dynamics in the Dutch and global supply chains remain in place
and unjustly affect health and wellbeing of nonhumans, livelihoods of
producers, and food availability of consumers here and elsewhere. These
examples show how the food system is becoming more just, whilst at the
same time actors’ (in)actions reproduce injustices and create new ones.

4.2. Participants’ relations and perceptions of justice

So far, we have presented food system situations and related justice
conceptualisations that emerged from the analysis. Here we reflect on
the influence of participants’ role in the food system on how they
perceived justice. We describe per type of participant if, and if so how,
they related their perceptions of justice to their role in the food system.

Producers’ justice perceptions focussed on their capacity to partici-
pate in the transition, especially financially, and the underlying power
dynamics in the supply chain. When producers referred to their own role
within the food system this was often as subjects of justice who have
little power within the supply chain and within relationships with
government and financial actors. Distributers perceived themselves as
misrecognised by others in the supply chain and recognised themselves
as subjects of justice, whereas none of the other participants regarded
them as such. The participant who worked with consumers was the only
one to mention the influence of marketing on what people buy. Other
participants recognised how access to information had improved and
helped consumers to make more informed choices. However, this con-
sumer representative pointed to the power of supermarkets to influence
consumers, which counters the point made by a distributer that con-
sumers are more powerful than they are.

Perceptions of justice of input suppliers showed that they recognised
the environmental challenges faced by the food system although they
did not mention their own possible contribution to these challenges.
Instead, they specifically focused on the restrictive role of government
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regulations in supporting a transition of the food system. Similar to the
input suppliers, finance actors reflected on the environmental challenges
and global nature of the Dutch food system. Although perceived as a
powerful actor by many participants, they themselves did not reflect on
their role as supporting or undermining the transition. Both the pro-
cesser and waste processer perceived their own role in the food system as
very limited. The processer felt uncomfortable to respond to the ques-
tion as they said they lacked quantitative data about changes in the food
system. In the end they focused on the financial position of producers to
participate in the transition, but did not reflect on the influence proc-
essers have on this position. The waste processer introduced their
response as very personal. They did not identify any justice implications
related to waste, but related justice to the cultural-historic value of
agricultural landscapes.

Those involved in education and research recognised more than
other types of participants the challenges faced by young farmers and
new entrants, which might be because they work more closely with
these groups than other participants. These participants had seen a
willingness of these groups to participate in the transition towards sus-
tainability, but also how the capacity to do so depended on financial and
regulatory restrictions. Representatives of animals and the environment
all recognised the ongoing work by producers that improves the health
and wellbeing of nonhumans and mentioned a misrecognition of what is
already going on. However, they also reflected on the negative envi-
ronmental impacts of the food system locally and elsewhere. As all of
them also work with producers they recognised challenges related to the
capacity to participate specifically for this group. Relative to other
participants, government actors mentioned their own obligation to
support a transition to a more sustainable food system. Interestingly,
some also critically reflected on EU subsidy schemes and other gov-
ernment regulations that undermined producers’ capacity to participate.

Overall, we found that producers and distributers spoke from direct
experience of (in)justices whereas in other conceptualisations partici-
pants spoke about others they knew or had worked with, or about
imagined others based on what they had heard or read. Interestingly,
most participants referred to other actors in the food system as having
the obligation to enact change, although distributers, the consumer
representative, and government actors did refer to their own obligation
to address (in)justices.

5. Discussion

The aim of this study was to gain insight into how justice is perceived
within the context of the ongoing regional food system transition in the
North of the Netherlands and by doing so better understand the situated,
relational nature of justice in the food system transition. Here we reflect
on the implications of our results for the ongoing food system transition
and the methodological implications of our approach. We conclude with
the need to move towards a reflexive (Dutch) food system transition.

5.1. Justice implications for the ongoing transition

Our findings show various and at times conflicting perceptions of
justice from participants across the food system. These perceptions
relate to recognition, distributive, and procedural justice implications of
the food system in a variety of food system situations. Participants’ role
on the food system influenced their perceptions, but we also found that
people perceived justice in relation to food system situations that went
beyond their professional role. Coulson and Milbourne (2021) theorised
that justice is multi-scalar, multi-temporal and more-than-human. Our
findings included relationships at local, regional, national, and
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international scale as well as relationships between current and future
generations and humans and nonhumans. Reflecting on the situated,
relational nature of perceived justice we identify four main insights.

A first insight relates to how and between whom the costs of tran-
sition processes are distributed (Heffron and McCauley, 2018; Newell
and Mulvaney, 2013). Our findings show that feelings of misrecognition,
blame, and disproportionate allocation of responsibility play a role in
the transition of the Dutch and regional food system. Similar perceptions
of injustice were found in surveys with Dutch farmers and in interviews
with beef farmers in Ireland and dairy farmers in Finland (Murphy et al.,
2022; Puupponen et al., 2022; van der Ploeg, 2020). Interestingly, in our
study we found that it was not only producers who felt misrecognised,
but also distributers. This also interconnects with the perception of some
participants that not all consumers are doing what they should or could
do, especially those with higher levels of income. These perceptions all
relate to what people perceive as a just distribution of responsibility
across food system actors. Aarts and Leeuwis (2023) argue that histor-
ically the responsibility for change in the Dutch food system has been
placed on producers and consumers and not on more powerful actors
such as the agri-food industry. Blythe et al. (2018) consider it a dark side
of sustainability transitions when certain groups carry a dispropor-
tionate amount of the costs or (emotional) burdens, especially when
these groups have limited capacity to participate in the transition
(Blythe et al., 2018; McGowan and Antadze, 2023).

Secondly, the ongoing transition is shaped by just and unjust power
dynamics across the food system. As described, the Dutch food system is
characterised by a small number of input suppliers and purchasing
companies. The dependency of producers on these companies makes
these companies powerful actors in the supply chain (Avelino, 2017).
Participants perceived these power dynamics as unjust for producers,
which is a perception that is shared by LNV (LNV, 2022). These power
dynamics also affect the food system transition. Studies have found that
powerful actors can co-opt changes in the agri-food sector to fit their
aims and objectives (Darnhofer, 2014; Hopma and Woods, 2014; Olli-
naho and Kroger, 2021). In the Dutch context participants identified
how powerful (agri)businesses have stepped in to shape the transition,
for example through marketing concepts. However, the influence of
these companies on government policies has also created antagonistic
power dynamics (Avelino, 2017) as evident in their support of the
farmer protests (van der Ploeg, 2020). Despite the unequal power dis-
tribution across the Dutch food system, participants also identified food
system initiatives with other power dynamics. For example, participants
perceived that in short supply chains producers and consumers are
mutually dependent and in cooperatives the collective goals empower
producers (Avelino, 2017). Indeed, the North of the Netherlands is
characterised by cooperative ways of working within and across sectors
and across provinces (AANN, 2023; de Wolf et al., 2018). These are
powerful ways of organisation as in the past farmer cooperatives in the
region have also been able to influence government policies (Hermans
et al., 2013). These examples show that within the context of perceived
unjust power dynamics, a food system transition can also support a
redistribution of power across food system actors.

Thirdly, in their perceptions of justice participants pointed out how
underlying inequalities in income and participation underpin the food
system and affect people’s health and wellbeing. Research has shown
that when actors do not recognise and address underlying social in-
equalities, such as income or health inequalities, or inequalities in the
capacity to participate in decision-making processes, the dominant
system remains in place (Agyeman and McEntee, 2014; Loo, 2014). In
the Dutch context this is especially relevant for two subjects of justice:
people with a low income and people with a migrant background. In
2022 food prices increased on average with 9-11 % in comparison to
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before the corona period (Berkhout et al., 2022) which affected people
with a low income even more. Veldkamp and van der Hoeve (2024)
show that access to (a variety of) good quality food is unequally
distributed across the Netherlands and affects people’s health and
wellbeing. Participants in our study did recognise people with low in-
come as subjects of justice and connected their income inequality with
health inequalities. However, most discussed income inequalities as a
characteristic of Dutch society rather than as something that also needed
to be addressed. In addition to people with low income, people with a
migrant background are also part of the food system. In the food system
transitions literature migrant workers are recognised as specific subjects
of justice in relation to difficult working conditions and labour exploi-
tation (Dale, 2020; de Bruin et al., 2023; Zimmerer et al., 2020). In our
study participants did not refer to people’s migrant status, nor did they
recognise migrant workers. This is interesting as migrant workers do
work in the food system in the region and form an important part of the
work force in the Dutch agri-food sector (SER Noord-Nederland, 2022).
According to Siegmann et al. (2022) many face difficult labour condi-
tions as the flexible Dutch labour market has created precarious working
conditions for many migrants. Coulson and Milbourne (2021) refer to
the unrecognition of migrant labour in food systems as one of the ‘his-
torically embedded invisibilities of food injustice’ (p. 56). The food
system transition in the Netherlands has to take into account underlying
income, participation, and health inequalities to ensure that the transi-
tion does not exacerbate existing injustices for people with a low income
and migrant workers.

Lastly, we have found different types of more-than-human relation-
ships. In this study we responded to the call from other authors (de Bruin
et al., 2023; Kaljonen et al., 2021; Tschersich and Kok, 2022) to increase
engagement with nonhumans in food system transitions by bringing in
representatives of animals and the environment (Bastian et al., 2017).
These representatives and most other participants recognised nonhu-
mans as subjects of justice and referred to more-than-human food system
relations. This included more reciprocal relationships between humans
and nonhumans and more anthropocentric relationships (Celermajer
et al., 2021; Gupta et al., 2023) in which health and wellbeing of non-
humans influenced opportunities of food production for current and
future humans. Interestingly, participants mentioned soil in relation to
justice and described soil as living matter. In the Netherlands as well as
in the region improving and safeguarding soil health is considered a key
part of future food systems (AANN, 2017; LNV, 2018). Winter and
Schlosberg (2023) suggest people find non-living matter more difficult
to grasp as a subject of justice, but these conceptualisations indicate this
is not necessarily the case in a food system context in general and that of
the Dutch food system in particular. The work that is ongoing to create a
covenant about animal welfare in food production systems (LNV, 202.3)
was mentioned as an example of procedural justice. Having said that, the
recognition of nonhumans as subjects of justice who have a right to
flourish, animals and soil alike, is done within the bounds of a system
that centres anthropocentric relationships.

5.2. Methodological reflections

Reflecting on the methods used we offer three insights. First, a key
part of our inductive, empirical approach (Wijsman and Berbés-Blaz-
quez, 2022) was to ask participants to define justice themselves. This
allowed participants to conceptualise justice in different ways, either by
starting with a subject of justice, a procedural or distributive (in)justice
implication, or a food system situation. For example, some participants
first identified a group for whom they perceived the food system was
becoming more (un)just and then explained what it was that made it
(un)just for this group. At times participants connected one justice
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conceptualisation with another and reflected on the interrelations be-
tween them. For example, they mentioned higher food prices as just for
producers but then continued to reflect on the unjust implications on
food affordability for people with a low income. This empirically-driven
approach, opposed to a more theory-driven understanding of percep-
tions of justice, helped us to gain insights into plural and interrelated
justice conceptualisations. Recent work on perceptions of justice by de
Boon et al. (2023) takes a more theory-driven approach and centres
justice perspectives of others, including philosophers, researchers, and
other stakeholders. Their study provides valuable insights into how
people evaluate these other perspectives, but we would argue that their
study does not capture situated, relational conceptualisations of justice.

Second, researchers can create spaces in which stakeholders can
come together to explore plural justice perceptions in ways that disrupt
underlying power dynamics. We did this in the workshop by giving
everyone an equal voice. Participants in the workshop reflected that the
conceptualisation cards helped them to make their own conceptualisa-
tions of justice more explicit, which is an important step in creating
awareness of perceived (in)justices (de Bruin et al., 2023; Dirth et al.,
2020). Where the interviews were separate engagements with in-
dividuals, the workshop offered an opportunity to share conceptualisa-
tions of justice between participants. Afterwards participants said they
had gained a sense of validity about how they themselves perceive
justice and that they had valued hearing other perspectives than their
own. Recognising plural perspectives helps to create conditions for
democratic directionality in just food system transitions (Duncan et al.,
2022). The workshop will not change the course of the food system
transition in the region, but the approach can be used by other re-
searchers and stakeholders to further develop a reflexive food politics
(Coulson and Milbourne, 2021; Fraser, 2008).

Third, in food system transitions researchers are also powerful actors
as we engage with and bring together certain stakeholders and analyse
and write about their perspectives on justice (Whitfield et al., 2021). It is
important that we are also explicit about how we included or excluded
certain voices and conceptualisations of justice (de Bruin et al., 2023).
Through adopting an inductive approach to justice, we did not exclude
any perceptions of justice. However, our sampling approach did miss the
voices of some groups later recognised as subjects of justice. Some
participants had experiences of marginalisation in their role of producer,
but we did not engage directly with people with a low income. Future
research should aim to engage with people who have experiences of
marginalisation to ensure their perspectives of justice in the food system
transition are heard and taken into account.

6. Towards a reflexive food system transition

We set out to understand how actors from across the food system
perceive justice in an ongoing food system transition in the North of the
Netherlands. We found various and at times conflicting perceptions of
justice that referred to multi-sale, multi-temporal, and more-than-
human relationships within the food system. The wide range of food
system situations and related conceptualisations suggest that the tran-
sition so far has made some food system situations more just, but has
also reproduced injustices and created new ones. Participants recog-
nised different subjects of justice which raises the question how to go
forwards from here. We argue that these groups should not be pitted
against each other in order to create a theoretically just food system.
Rather we support what Dupuis et al. (2011) call ‘a reflexive food pol-
itics’ in which various and at times conflicting conceptualisations of
justice coexist. The result is an imperfect but contextually more just food
system based on perceptions of justice from all who are part of the
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community. The community in our case is formed of everyone who has
been, is, and will be affected by the food system. Going forward further
conversations are needed between actors across the Dutch and regional
food system. The perceptions of justice found in this study can be used as
a starting point of that conversation or our approach can be used to ask
how people perceive justice in the food system context. They can then
compare or contrast their perspective with those found in this study. We
conclude that attending to the situated, relational nature of justice
perceptions in ongoing food system transitions helps to create awareness
of, and the opportunity to address, existing and new (in)justices.
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Table A.1
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Overview of participants, their role(s) in the food system (x = main role, xx = secondary role), whether they are a regional actor or external to the North of the
Netherlands, and whether they participated in the interview and/or workshop (+ = yes, / = no)

# Producer Processer Distributer Consumer Waste Input Finance Education and Environment and Government Regional or  Interview Workshop
rep. processer  supplier actor research animals rep. actor external actor participant participant
1 x Regional + +
2 X Regional + /
3 x XX Regional + /
4 x Regional + /
5 x XX Regional + /
6 x XX Regional + /
7 x Regional / +
8 X External + /
9 b'q Regional + /
10 b 4 XX Regional + +
11 X Regional + /
12 X Regional + /
13 X Regional + /
14 X External + +
15 X External + /
16 b4 Regional + +
17 X External / +
18 X Regional + +
19 b'q Regional + /
20 X Regional + /
21 X Regional + /
22 X Regional + /
23 X External / +
24 X External / +
25 X External / +
26 X External / +
27 X Regional / +
28 X Regional + +
29 XX X Regional + /
30 XX X Regional + /
31 X Regional + /
32 X Regional + +
33 X Regional + /
34 X Regional + /
35 X External + /
36 X External / +
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