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On 20 May 2020 the European Commission (EC) released its new Farm to Fork (F2F) Strategy
for a fair, healthy and environmentally-friendly food system. As scholars committed to
supporting sustainable food system transformation, we commend the EC for delivering a
longer term vision, and proposing the development of a legislative framework for sustainable
food systems by 2023. Binding mechanisms and coherent, integrated rights-based legislative
frameworks are fundamental to ensuring compliance and meeting the proposed targets. We
acknowledge that the F2F Strategy contains many positive points, but are deeply concerned
that these remain embedded in an outdated framework.

The evidence overwhelmingly points to a need to move beyond the (green) economic growth
paradigm. This paradigm, reified by the European Green Deal, perpetuates unsustainable
lock-ins and entrenched inequalities. The Scientific Advice Mechanism?* recently advised the
EC to stop treating food as a commaodity and start thinking about the implications of seeing
food more as a common good.? However, the EC failed to take up this recommendation in the
F2F Strategy.

We appreciate that the F2F Strategy presents a food systems approach, from primary
production to the consumer. This is needed to tackle the complexity of food and associated
challenges. We also appreciate that the F2F Strategy includes targets on chemical pesticides,
fertilizers, organic farming, antimicrobial resistance and that there are rewards associated with
soil management strategies that sequester carbon. We encourage the EC to put in place
rigorous monitoring and impact assessments to enforce and reinforce these.

We are also pleased that the relevance of the ‘food environment’ to addressing many food-
related challenges is highlighted. Here, the commitment to develop an EU tax system that can
ensure that the price of different foods reflects their real costs in terms of use of finite natural
resources, pollution, Green House Gas (GHG) emissions and other environmental
externalities is very welcomed. We support the F2F Strategy’s commitment to create shorter
food supply chains and the reduction of dependence on long-haul transportation, as well as
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on unsustainable crops to feed the intensive animal industry. We commend the EC for
recognizing that through imports the EU is promoting carbon leakage in other territories. We
are encouraged to see the EC commit to developing policies that strengthen territorial
networks, ecosystems and economies. Building on the premise highlighted by the F2F
Strategy that all people need to benefit from a just transition, we insist that social inequalities
within territories must be taken into consideration.

Recognizing these important contributions, we have a number of specific concerns about the
F2F Strategy.

Production

Ensuring sustainable food production means concrete changes in business as usual.
However, the F2F Strategy does not address the causes of our current challenges in
sustainable and structural ways. The F2F Strategy fails to recognize that there are various
food systems and production models in Europe and that issues such as pesticide and anti-
microbial use, excess fertilization, biodiversity loss, labour exploitation, and unhealthy diets
promotion are essentially linked to the industrial food system. This lack of recognition restricts
the ability of the F2F Strategy to adequately support small-scale producers and peasant
agriculture. Instead, the F2F Strategy highlights precision farming and the digital
transformation of farms, with an active role for the financial sector, rather than public policies.
This can lead to further promotion of farm concentration and accelerate the disappearance of
small-scale farmers that are the core of agroecology and a sustainable food systems
approach. In this regard, we note that post-2020 Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) National
Strategic Plans will play a central role in achieving the goals of the F2F Strategy. While the
Commission’s CAP reform proposal has been deemed compatible with the Green Deal and
the F2F Strategy3, we call on the EC to take the necessary legal, financial and practical
measures to ensure there is full alignment between the F2F Strategy and the future CAP.

Agroecology

The F2F Strategy fails to recognize the role of agroecology in European food systems and its
potential. In the F2F Strategy, agroecology is defined in a limited way, despite the ample
recognition by farmers, social movements and international organisations of its key role in
integrating ecological principles into the design and management of agricultural systems.
While we are pleased to see a focus on new knowledge and innovations to scale up agro-
ecological approaches in primary production, this should not be used to delay action. While
more research is always valuable, there is already a wealth of peer-reviewed science about
agroecology which provides evidence for immediate action.*> From this perspective, gene
editing remains a false solution that should not be pursued - not only in light of the judgment
of the EU Court of Justice,® but as a matter of avoiding further privatization of food systems.

With regards to sustainable food production, and in the context of the current crises, more
ambitious targets are needed to promote ecological practices that increase biodiversity and
soil fertility, reduce erosion and contamination of soils, water and air, support adaptation to
climate change and decrease energy consumption. The F2F Strategy highlights and
recognizes the potential of organic farming, especially in relation to opportunities for youth,
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but fails to adequately define organic agriculture. It also fails to pay enough attention to farm
renewal, access to land and extensive livestock farming.

Access to natural resources

Food producers across Europe struggle with accessing quality and affordable land, but there
are no measures in the F2F Strategy that tackle land concentration and the rising cost of land.
New entrants face barriers including: access to land; training and start-up costs and access to
markets.” Yet, many are attracted to alternative food systems, short chains and community
supported agriculture.® These alternative supply chains, which most clearly fulfil the main
objectives of the F2F Strategy (provision of accessible, healthy and sustainable food),
surprisingly receive no attention in it. The F2F Strategy remains heavily geared towards the
global food value chain, and pays no specific attention to youth, potential new entrants, and
the diversity of people, cultures, and ecosystems that exist in Europe. As highlighted by the
European Court of Auditor,® support to young farmers should be better targeted if effective
generational renewal is to be achieved.

The F2F Strategy recognises the importance of traditionally and locally-adapted seed varieties
in building sustainable and healthy food systems. However, it fails to recognise the
fundamental role played by farmers in managing agricultural biodiversity. Farmers’ seed
systems play autonomous and decisive roles in amplifying cultivated biodiversity, increasing
the capacity to adapt to climate change and provide healthy diets. With regard to the proposal
to facilitate the registration of seed varieties, we warn that such mechanisms impose individual
rights on seeds in contravention to the provisions of Article 9 of the International Treaty on
Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture, which recognises the right of farmers ‘to
save, use, exchange and sell farm-saved seed/propagating material’ (article 9). The collective
rights of farmers to produce, reproduce, save and exchange seeds, including genetic
information that can be derived in digitised forms (DSI), should be recognised, prohibiting the
imposition of patents on such material and the information contained therein. Any efforts at
registration must follow the Nagoya Protocol and create the conditions for the use of these
seeds without the obligation of registering them if the users so decide.

Workers

Our current food system is reliant on under-paid, undeclared and precarious farm and food
sector workers operating in exploitative and sub-standard working conditions (most often
women and migrants).’® The F2F Strategy supports job creation in the food and agriculture
sector without clearly defining the types of jobs that will be created and for whom. Clear vision
and leadership is required here and the F2F Strategy should ensure gender equality, secure
and dignified working conditions and living wages. In this respect it is important to strengthen
legal and safe channels for third-country workers, to reform migration and asylum policies (i.e.
the Dublin Regulation), to facilitate the regularization of all migrants,'* to support the
implementation of equal treatment provisions covering all categories of workers, to promote
social and economic inclusion in rural areas,and to introduce conditionalities
on CAP payments based on respect for labour rights, developed with the participation of
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affected parties. Also, there is need to rethink the 2017 Dublin Regulation on migration and
for the EU cooperate with member states so as to facilitate the regularization of all migrants
(not only workers or farm workers).

Animals, livestock and fisheries

The lack of target on the reduction of the overall stock of animals, despite recognition that
animals contribute 10.3% of GHG in Europe is concerning. We would like to see the EC take
concrete measures to move away from and des-intensify industrialised animal farming, and
promote sustainable extensive livestock and pastoralist systems, linked to vibrant territories
and re-localised food chains. This will have a positive effect on both the promotion of
sustainable and healthy diets and on the overall stock of animals. Where transport of livestock
is necessary, there is a need for better enforcement, sanctions and reduced journey times,*?
while also supporting transhumant routes.

In general, the F2F Strategy remains rather silent on mobile pastoralism and extensive
livestock systems. This sector has been damaged not only by agrarian policies oriented to
industrial standards, but also environmental policies that ignored the role of pastoralism in
nature protected areas. In this regard, agroecology contributes to achieving multiple goals, as
it sees animals as key components of the circular production system of the farm. Further,
agroecology contributes to innovations in traditional livestock management
systems, promoting mixed and high-nature value landscapes and agro-silvo-pastoral systems.
Emerging evidence indicates that holistic management, aligned with agroecological principles,
has a number of positive environmental impacts, including soil regeneration and carbon
sequestration, fire prevention and biodiversity increases.*®

Given the importance of fisheries to the EU economy and diet, we found the focus on fisheries
too limited, insofar as it focused only on the management of stocks in the Mediterranean and
aquaculture. There is a lack of acknowledgement about the role of the Common Fisheries
Policy (CFP) itself in facilitating overfishing and excessive by-catch. This is an issue which
seriously impacts EU fisheries as well as other countries which have Sustainable Fisheries
Partnership Agreements with the EU, thus opening up their marine resources to EU vessels,
accelerating overfishing and displacement of local small scale fishers.* The F2F Strategy fails
to mention the urgent need to address the CFP’s unequal distribution of quota that undermines
the livelihoods of artisanal and small scale fishers inside and outside of the EU while benefiting
the vessels which most contribute to overfishing in the first place.*® Meanwhile aquaculture is
presented as a sustainable solution to overfishing, which obscures the ways that pressure can
be simply shifted to wild fish stocks that are used for fish meal to feed farmed fish. Also
overlooked in the F2F Strategy are the social consequences of transitioning to capital intensive
aquaculture, which can fuel the concentration of control over fisheries resources and
undermine small scale fisher livelihoods.'® EU policy needs to abandon the ‘fish-stock' and
'maximum sustainable yield' approach to quotas, take into consideration the enforcement of
existing regulations, but also adopt a regenerative and ecological understanding of sea life in
the frame of ecosystem-based and adaptive management. While the F2F Strategy highlights
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the importance of strengthening fishers’ position in the supply chain, it does not prioritise
clearly enough the position of small-scale and artisanal fishers, who are a cornerstone of
resilient and sustainable food systems. Importantly, it also doesn’t outline how the historic
inequalities and unsustainable practices facilitated by the CFP will be reversed.

The role of cities

While we commend the focus on shorter food chains and the promotion of circular economies,
we note that the F2F Strategy does not address the role that processes of urbanisation have
in determining the structural, infrastructural and policy conditions that enable farmers to
operate as stewards of ecological resources in urban and periurban contexts. For food
production to happen closer to cities, and for a broader cultural and social engagement with
sustainable farming, the F2F Strategy should acknowledge the role of cities in both the
governance of natural resources (land, soils and nutrients) and the responsibility they have in
devising education and training programmes and dedicated policies to support and enable the
transition.

Consumption

While the F2F Strategy recognises the relevance of ‘food environments’, it fails to promote
changes that can deeply transform these and enable healthy and sustainable diets for all. In
that form, the economic growth narrative leads the F2F Strategy to fall into contradictions
between a free and informed consumer choice approach and an intervention approach
through legal and normative measures (apart from the tax). As highlighted above, we support
the use of tax incentives to contribute to changing production and consumption patterns (e.g.
organic fruit and vegetables). However, we are concerned that these tax incentives could end
up benefiting industrial organic farming rather than small-scale farmers. We are also worried
with the lack of consideration of actions targeted to ensure low-income families’ access to
healthy and sustainable food.

The F2F Strategy has a focus on adapting marketing and advertising strategies taking into
account the needs of the most vulnerable (e.g. kids); yet, it fails to take the next step in
restricting these. There is evidence that aiming to empower consumers through information
and/or labelling is not enough to change consumer choices.'”!® Rather, the food environment
and access to affordable sustainable, healthy and culturally appropriate food for everyone
should be the objective. The F2F Strategy dedicates particular attention to the 'rights' of
consumers to choose among different products and the importance that labelling has in
directing this action. Although we appreciate the importance of transparency and the role that
information plays in improving consumption habits, the F2F Strategy does not pay enough
attention to the multiple structural constraints that often define consumers' possibility to
choose (financial precarity/relative poverty, living in a food desert, etc.).

Towards this end, the F2F Strategy adds little on how to obtain a more ideal food environment,
or how to provoke related dietary consumption shifts for those who most need it, recognizing
inequalities in access to healthy food. There is mention of the need to reduce red meat
consumption, which has also been recommended by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change.” However, the F2F Strategy remains unclear on how this reduction can be achieved.
Finally, it is regrettable that despite advocating for informed consumer choices, education to
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children on agriculture and healthy and sustainable diets is not considered in the F2F
Strategy.?®

In addition, the F2F appears to suggest that the only role of European people in the
construction of a sustainable food system is that of voting with their wallets and consuming:
this dismisses the political nature of food and food systems and the fact that Europeans are
first of all citizens with the right to vote and the right to be directly involved in democratic and
open processes around the future of their food, a key element of food sovereignty.

Trade

As the primary food importer and food exporter in the world, the EU needs to show leadership
and induce changes in international trade regimes so as to prioritize social and environmental
justice. We are pleased to see that the EU is prepared to lead by example and support
transitions towards more sustainable practices by our trading partners.

We are disappointed that the F2F approach provides only a generic indication of cooperation
for the Green Alliance on sustainable food systems and promotion of food security by means
of international development to trade, while providing no indication of specific linked objectives
to the social sustainability of food systems or a budget to favour the global adaptation of
standards. There is a lack of discussion on the distortive role of Green box subsidies, which
represent the biggest part of the CAP subsidies, as long as priority is given to export (i.e.
through CAP and the Next Generation EU recovery plan).

Governance

Within the F2F Strategy, different governance mechanisms, actors and spatial scales are
mentioned, but a democratic approach is lacking. We have seen with the COVID-19 crisis that
sustainable, decentralized food systems linking rural to urban environments are indispensable
and more resilient than long-distance chains to shocks. These re-localized food systems need
to be supported by the state, but this won’'t be possible so long as the focus remains on
competitiveness and thus on economic growth and the capitalist market. A multi-level
governance approach would favour the guarantee of human rights and the democratization of
decision-making spaces. In that regard, we regret that the F2F Strategy advances a vision for
change that puts high hopes in corporations and consumers as drivers of change but ignores
farmers, food workers, citizens and social movements as crucial agents of food system
change.

International cooperation and multilateral fora

The scant reference to the objectives of EU international cooperation reads like a shopping
list rather than a carefully thought-out policy orientation to support territorial food systems
based on small-scale agroecological production and privileging family farmers’ access to
domestic markets. Instead, the current trend to use public cooperation funds to ‘crowd in’
European private sector investments in agriculture leads to the producers’ incorporation into
agribusiness-led value chains in which they lose the autonomy which is the basis of their
resilience.

We regret that ‘transversal objectives such as human rights, gender and peace’ are promised
only ‘due consideration’ whereas they should be the guiding principles of the entire F2F
Strategy.

Finally, we regret that the reference to relevant multilateral fora cites the UN Food Systems
Summit, highly deficient in transparency and legitimacy, and neglects to mention the UN

20 FAO. (2016). Report of the Regional Symposium on Agroecology for Sustainable Agriculture of the Regional
Symposium. Rome.
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Committee on World Food Security, the only global food policy forum in which the small-scale
producers who feed the world and other social constituencies are full participants.

Research and Innovation

We are concerned that the Research and Innovation (R&l) approach outlined in the F2F
Strategy is framed as overtly technical, thereby not only overlooking social innovation, but also
social science and humanities research. These are crucial in the endeavour to understand
and drive the complex social transformations necessary to achieve just and sustainable food
systems.?

The claims of the F2F Strategy related to the bio-economy, bio-based (circular) economy and
biotechnology are not detailed enough to give clear directions to research that is ethical and
that promotes sustainable farming. Such research needs to be designed in cooperation with
farmers and citizens. With respect to encompassing a systemic vision, the F2F Strategy fails
to explicitly incorporate R&I processes linked to power concentration, territories and people,
increasing access to seeds, land and water, and developing and supporting food and kitchen
cultivation projects that guarantee the right to healthy and nutritious food and are founded on
principles of social justice. We are concerned that the heavy focus on digitalization can lead
to capital intensive modes of production and in turn dependency and further reduction in the
number of small-scale EU farms.

As researchers, we are concerned about the financing of the F2F Strategy and the role that
private capital may play in defining the future of the EU food system. We consider it necessary
to specify the parameters and requirements related to the objectives of R&I investments and
their impacts and we question the applicability to the F2F context of an EU taxonomy on green
investments that upholds the logic and interests of financial actors rather than the interests of
food producers and communities. For this reason, we consider that, rather than opening the
doors to sustainable finances aimed at supporting capital intensive projects and speeding up
the digitalization of low hanging fruits, the F2F Strategy must favour mechanisms for ethical
finance that supports cooperatives and mutualism. Such mechanisms should be more aligned
to the scale and reality of agroecological production.

In light of these concerns, we recognize that important steps have been made with this F2F
Strategy. We also recognize the challenges associated with developing an ambitious F2F
Strategy for complex food systems during a moment of compounding crises. Once again
however, policy lags behind scientific evidence and we are adamant that the F2F Strategy
does not go far enough to ensuring diverse, sustainable and just food systems for all in the
EU.

We are prepared to work with the EC to address the concerns raised above to drive forward
a more ambitious F2F Strategy for a fair, healthy, rights-based and environmentally-friendly
food system.
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