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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The EU food system has achieved high levels of food security, food safety and a wide 
consumer choice, but is currently not sustainable with respect to the environmental, 
economic and social aspects. Continuing with ‘business as usual’ will significantly 
endanger natural resources, our health, the climate, and the economy. 

The European Commission’s ‘Green Deal’ – with the forthcoming ‘Farm to Fork’ 
Strategy as one of its main pillars – are therefore welcome steps, with their objectives 
to develop a fair, healthy and environmentally-friendly food system. 

There is broad scientific consensus on what is needed to achieve a sustainable food 
system. This includes increasing or maintaining agricultural yields and efficiency while 
decreasing the environmental burden on biodiversity, soils, water and air; reducing 
food loss and waste; and stimulating dietary changes towards healthier and less 
resource-intensive diets. 

However, previous scientific advice has not adequately addressed the question of how 
to achieve a sustainable food system, and has not fully considered how the social 
sciences could be used to bring about a more sustainable food system. Hence, this 
Scientific Opinion focuses on the ‘how’ question, drawing evidence mainly from social 
sciences. 

We have identified one central overarching recommendation, as well as more specific 
recommendations, which are summarised below. 
 

Make environmental, social and economic sustainability the central 
objective of all policies relevant to food  

Food must be viewed more as a common good rather than as a consumer good, as 
has been the tendency in the past. To achieve a sustainable food system for the EU, 
the central goal of all relevant policy development and assessment must be to ensure 
food sustainability in all its aspects: environmental, social and economic.  
 

Ensure a fully integrated approach to bring about a sustainable food 
system 

Adopt an active step-wise policy transition to integrate sustainable food system 
thinking into all existing EU policies  

Different EU policy departments (e.g. agriculture, fisheries, environment, food safety) 
deal with diverse components of the food systems individually, and hence policies are 
often based on fragmented objectives and varied departmental perspectives. In 
contrast, a fully integrated strategy for achieving a sustainable food system must 
arise from a common, balanced set of environmental, social and economic 
sustainability goals. 
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To achieve this policy transformation, a step-wise approach is recommended. The first 
step is to ‘mainstream’ the sustainable food system approach into existing and 
planned sectoral policies. This requires reviewing all EU policies and policy areas that 
are relevant to food, so they contribute to all three pillars of the food system 
sustainability. The second step is to put a single integrated food system strategy at 
the heart of policy and organisational design, based on principles of good food system 
governance. 

Take a leadership role to support transformation of the food system at the global, 
European, national, regional and local levels  

The European Commission is well-positioned to take the lead and become the engine 
that drives change towards a sustainable food system in the EU and beyond. Firstly, 
the European Commission should make full use of its capabilities in all policy areas 
where it can legislate and adopt binding acts. Secondly, the EU should use its financial 
instruments (such as regional, social or educational funding) to support food 
sustainability goals. Appropriate investment is a crucial driver. Thirdly, the European 
Commission should use its convening, facilitating and brokering power in policy areas 
where it has more limited influence to further support food sustainability objectives. 

This brokering role should bring together the European, national, regional and local 
levels, and different actors in the food system. This could take the form of a well-
designed, inclusive participatory multi-stakeholder forum, coordinated by the 
European Commission and dedicated to supporting EU-wide transformation around a 
clear goal. This should include helping to acknowledge, map, share and assess the 
broad variety of existing national, regional or local initiatives that support 
comprehensive food sustainability.  

Develop responsive, learning-focused policy approaches and governance structures 
including through pilot initiatives, assessing their suitability for broader adoption  

Transformational capacity should be built into the design of relevant EU policies, as 
well as national, regional or local initiatives supporting food sustainability that receive 
EU funding, where possible drawing on existing pilot policy initiatives. The aims of this 
should be to promote learning, adaptability and responsiveness, and reduce negative 
path dependencies and lock-ins, through flexibility, early and regular evaluation and 
reassessment.  

The European Commission should facilitate, monitor and support the assessment of 
potential upscaling or transfer of good national, regional and local practices and pilot 
initiatives. Initiatives at all levels should be evidence-based and integrate expert 
advice.  
 

Address power and information asymmetries in the food system 

Increase the policy focus on food manufacturers and retailers 
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Existing policies mainly target producers and consumers. However, the strong 
influence of food processing and retail sectors have on producer and consumer choices 
warrants a greater focus of sustainability policies and initiatives targeting these 
sectors. Such policies should include requirements for accessible, transparent and 
comparable sustainability information, including certification and labelling, to support 
proper market functioning, due diligence and traceability. A disproportionately heavy 
burden on small and medium sized companies should be avoided, as well as adverse 
effects on more vulnerable groups in the food system. 

Support a food environment that helps citizens to make healthy and sustainable food 
choices 

Consumer choices are not typically made based only on the best available 
information: they are also constrained by norms and conventions, cost, convenience, 
and habit, and the ways in which food choice is presented. Supporting sustainable 
consumer choices thus requires improvements to that food environment, making 
sustainable choice the default choice through its availability and presentation. Policy 
approaches should focus on transferring costs from sustainable – including healthy – 
choices to unsustainable ones.  

Strengthen the more vulnerable actors in the food system 

The food processing and retail sectors have a strong influence of on producer and 
consumer choices. A crucial bottleneck in the transition to a sustainable food system 
is the weak position of most food producers. Further EU policy reform is needed to 
provide for small-scale or otherwise vulnerable actors, and support representation 
and participation of broad groups of food producers. 

Alternative and shorter food supply networks, such as linking consumers directly with 
producers, are examples of initiatives supporting weaker groups and individuals, 
which should be considered for EU support. 
 
Combine regulatory, financial, behavioural, information, 
communication, and education measures 

Binding policy measures, such as regulation and fiscal measures, should be considered 
the main drivers to achieve change towards food sustainability. 

Trusted consumer information, including independent and transparent third-party 
certification and labelling standards; education and communication initiatives, such 
as awareness campaigns; and behavioural tools, for example ‘nudging’, may help to 
influence better consumer choice. However, these measures are insufficient on their 
own, because consumer choices are also affected by other diverse and interacting 
factors as cultural food taste preferences, advertising or pricing. Voluntary industry 
or consumer initiatives can be helpful, but should not be relied upon as the main 
drivers of change. 

Well-designed instrument mixes are likely to be the most effective, and an iterative, 
responsive and adaptive approach with appropriate monitoring is recommended. 
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 INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND 

The EU food system has been very successful in achieving its past objectives, food 
security2 and food safety, while offering a wide consumer choice. EU policies such as 
the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) have 
played a central role in shaping this system. 
The food system includes production, processing, distribution and consumption of 
food as key parts. Traditionally, food-related policies have tended to focus on primary 
producers and on consumers. However, Europeans increasingly source their food from 
supermarkets and other large retailers, and consume a large proportion of meals 
prepared outside their home (SAPEA 2020a: 6.5). Packaged ready-made products, or 
‘ultra-processed’ food and beverages, now on average account for over a quarter of 
the food purchased in European households (of total dietary energy), with some 
countries close to or over half (Monteiro et al. 2018). These trends make food 
distributors, manufacturers, and services preparing meals increasingly important 
actors in shaping the food system. Food systems are also heavily globalised and 
interdependent, and the EU imports large quantities of food and feed from third 
countries, while also being a major exporter of food products (Eurostat 2020). 
Consequently, a broader food policy approach encompassing all the key parts of the 
food system is warranted (WRR 2016; EESC 2017; IPES-Food 2019). 

 

The current food system is not sustainable 

Despite the achievements described above, the European food system is currently 
neither sustainable nor ‘just’ with respect to environmental, social and economic 
elements (see Box 1).  

Food production is a resource-intensive activity with profound impacts on the 
environment. It consumes large amounts of natural resources such as water and 
energy, results in the loss of biodiversity, and contributes to climate change. Food 
production is responsible for 21-37% of greenhouse gas emissions (Mbow et al. 
2019). Despite the overall level of economic prosperity in Europe, access to safe and 
nutritious food is still problematic for parts of the population. Obesity and diabetes – 
often related to unhealthy food offering and poor dietary choices – have become a 
major public health issue in the EU, with additional negative effects on economic 

                                                

2 Although often understood as simply having sufficient food at an affordable price, there is 
consensus that ‘food security’ should be considered broader. The 1996 World Food Summit 
definition is that “Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic 
access to sufficient safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences 
for an active and healthy life.” From this definition, four food security dimensions can be 
identified: food availability, economic and physical access to food, food utilization, and stability 
over time (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO 2019) 
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Box 1 – What is a sustainable food system 

We recognise that there is no – and likely will never be a – universally agreed 
definition of what a sustainable food system is. Definitions differ in scale, 
change over time and are dependent on context, reflecting different views and 
interests of the numerous actors in the food system (SAPEA 2020a: 4.2). The 
‘EU food system’ consists of many highly diverse food sub-systems and is 
intertwined with other food systems beyond the EU, as well as with energy, 
water and health systems. 

However, broad agreement exists on what the outcomes of a sustainable food 
system should be. As formulated by the FAO (2014), a sustainable food system 
delivers food security and nutrition for all in such a way that the economic, 
social and environmental bases to generate food security and nutrition for 
future generations are not compromised. A sustainable food system should thus 
ensure and contribute to all elements of environmental, social and economic 
sustainability (Figure 1). 

 
Adapted from FAO 2014 

Figure 1 – A sustainable food system (SFS) ensures environmental, social and 
economic sustainability 
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productivity. Farming and fishing communities sometimes struggle to earn a living, 
and profit margins are very narrow in parts of the food network. 
 

A changing food system 

The food system is already undergoing major transformations that will affect 
sustainability. The global population is growing: it is expected that there will be around 
10 billion people on the planet by 2100. Climate change will affect production, 
processing, distribution and storage of food. The current European food system is 
deeply intertwined with global food systems, and because of this globalisation it is 
also affected by geopolitical instabilities, including protectionist trade barriers and 
volatility of the energy market (STOA 2013; WRR 2016; JRC 2016; SAPEA 2020a: 
2.2). 
Technological and social innovation has an impact on the food system (SAPEA 2020a: 
6), as it can alter power relationships, feedback mechanisms and interactions between 
subsystems, thus causes the food system to change and evolve. Examples are the 
use of renewable energy, gene editing through CRISPR technology, further 
development of aquaculture and new processing technologies for the stabilisation of 
‘fresh’ food products. The use of digital technologies changes the interactions between 
participants in the food system and enables precision farming (STOA 2013; EASAC 
2017; SAPEA 2020a: 6.5).  
 

Towards a sustainable Europe: the European Green Deal 

The European Commission’s reflection paper ‘Towards a Sustainable Europe by 2030' 
expresses the need for “a comprehensive approach entailing a genuine change in the 
way we produce, transform, consume and distribute food by accelerating the 
transition to a sustainable food system based on circular economy principles and 
making innovative, healthy, environment and animal welfare-friendly, safe and 
nutritious food production one of our key European trademarks” (European 
Commission 2019a). Moreover, it calls for ‘ensuring a socially fair transition’. 

President von der Leyen and the new Commission have taken the lead in an ambitious 
commitment to tackle climate and environmental-related challenges. The European 
Green Deal sets out a strategy that aims to “transform the EU into a fair and 
prosperous society, with a modern, resource-efficient and competitive economy where 
there are no net emissions of greenhouse gases in 2050 and where economic growth 
is decoupled from resource use” (European Commission 2019b). 

With the forthcoming Farm to Fork Strategy, one of the main transformative policies 
announced in the European Green Deal, the European Commission intends to “design 
a fair, healthy and environmentally-friendly food system”. This Scientific Opinion 
informs the development of this strategy. The Farm to Fork Strategy should involve 
all parts and participants within the food system. Primary producers (in particular 
farming and fishing) are considered key in the management of the transition toward 
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a more sustainable food system, and a significant part of the budgets for agriculture 
and fisheries should contribute to climate action. The Green Deal communication 
further focusses on the reduction of pesticides, the need to achieve a circular 
economy, and on healthy and sustainable food.  

Similarly, the European Council has acknowledged the need for a transition towards 
sustainable food systems, which also safeguard people's health (European Council 
2018) and also recognised that the transition to climate neutrality would bring 
significant opportunities, such as potential for economic growth, business and 
technological development (European Council 2019). 
 

What is needed to achieve a sustainable food system? 

There is already an established, large body of high-quality scientific evidence and 
policy-relevant recommendations on what would contribute to a sustainable food 
system (SAM 2019). There are also ongoing relevant initiatives in the European 
Commission, as mentioned above. In addition, FOOD2030 that includes a series of 
policy-relevant recommendations and associated Research & Innovation requirements 
– all with associated ongoing actions involving multiple stakeholders. 

Although there are different views on the exact type of actions and approaches to be 
taken, there is a broad consensus that a synergistic combination of policies and 
actions is required (SAM 2019), which:  

 promote sustainable intensification and/or scale up agro-ecological 
approaches: increasing or maintaining yields and efficiency, while decreasing 
environmental burden (on biodiversity, soils, water and air); 

 reduce food loss and waste, while encouraging the reuse and recycling of 
unavoidable food waste; 

 stimulate dietary changes towards healthier, less resource-intensive (i.e. 
more plant-based) diets; 

 improve the resilience and robustness of the food system in particular by 
diversification, to cope with shocks from geopolitical developments and to 
adapt to the effects of climate change 

 increase the accountability and stewardship of producers and consumers on 
the environmental, economic, social and public health effects of the food 
system through, among others, participatory policy development and 
monitoring, increasing transparency, training/education and improving 
labelling to better inform consumer choices (ibid). 
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significant opportunities, such as potential for economic growth, business and 
technological development (European Council 2019). 
 

What is needed to achieve a sustainable food system? 

There is already an established, large body of high-quality scientific evidence and 
policy-relevant recommendations on what would contribute to a sustainable food 
system (SAM 2019). There are also ongoing relevant initiatives in the European 
Commission, as mentioned above. In addition, FOOD2030 that includes a series of 
policy-relevant recommendations and associated Research & Innovation requirements 
– all with associated ongoing actions involving multiple stakeholders. 

Although there are different views on the exact type of actions and approaches to be 
taken, there is a broad consensus that a synergistic combination of policies and 
actions is required (SAM 2019), which:  

 promote sustainable intensification and/or scale up agro-ecological 
approaches: increasing or maintaining yields and efficiency, while decreasing 
environmental burden (on biodiversity, soils, water and air); 

 reduce food loss and waste, while encouraging the reuse and recycling of 
unavoidable food waste; 

 stimulate dietary changes towards healthier, less resource-intensive (i.e. 
more plant-based) diets; 

 improve the resilience and robustness of the food system in particular by 
diversification, to cope with shocks from geopolitical developments and to 
adapt to the effects of climate change 

 increase the accountability and stewardship of producers and consumers on 
the environmental, economic, social and public health effects of the food 
system through, among others, participatory policy development and 
monitoring, increasing transparency, training/education and improving 
labelling to better inform consumer choices (ibid). 
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The focus of this Scientific Opinion: How to reach a sustainable food 
system? 

In existing scientific advice, the question of ‘how’ to achieve a sustainable food system 
is less well addressed and insights from the social sciences have often not been fully 
included, even though the transition to a sustainable food system is in many respects 
a social process. A broader understanding and use of insights from social science can 
help us understand the social and institutional context to citizen actions, the broader 
economic and political incentives, and the limitations and possibilities for behavioural 
and other change.  

This Scientific Opinion therefore aims to address the deficit in the use of social 
sciences insights in existing scientific advice, particularly on ‘how’ best to ensure the 
transformation to a sustainable food system occurs in a ‘just’ (fair) manner and at a 
pace that is required. It builds on our earlier work – specifically on ‘Food from the 
Oceans’, ‘New Techniques in Agricultural Biotechnology’ and ‘EU Authorisation 
Processes of Plant Protection Products’ – in which we identified the need for a more 
holistic, systems perspective on food production, processing and consumption. 

As set out in the Scoping Paper (Annex 1), the main request to the Group of Chief 
Scientific Advisors was to: 

Use social sciences insights to map and analyse the various components of food 
systems and their dynamics in relation to sustainability objectives. 

Where the main question to be addressed was: 

What are workable paths to deliver an inclusive, ‘just’ and timely transition to 
an EU sustainable food system? 

We were additionally requested to consider: 

‘co-benefits’ for health, the environment, and socio-economic aspects, including 
the socio-economic situation of the farming sector, and addressing territorial 
imbalances, the rural-urban divide, food waste as well as responsible consumer 
behaviour? 

We were asked to take a ‘systems approach’3, thus go beyond departmental 
perspectives, and consider all relevant scales: from local to global aspects. The advice 
was requested to consider among others drivers, barriers and agents of change, 
trade-offs and synergies (see Box 2), and aspects of governance. 

                                                

3 A systems approach is understood as viewing a specific aspect (e.g. requiring more biofuel as 
energy source) as a component of a larger whole, having direct and indirect interactions with 
other, sometimes seemingly unrelated, aspects (e.g. land available for food production). This 
means that solving an issue in a particular sub-system should be approached with a ‘holistic’ 
perspective, taking account of possible trade-offs and feedback loops on other interconnected 
sub-systems (see Box 2). 
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This Scientific Opinion draws upon evidence, knowledge and views gathered from 
expert elicitation and evidence reviews. The main input to the Scientific Opinion was 
provided by SAPEA, drawing on the knowledge of expertise of 15 independent experts 
nominated by Academies throughout Europe. This includes in particular the SAPEA 
Evidence Review Report (SAPEA 2020a), which contains an objective and independent 
interpretation of relevant state-of-the-art scientific evidence and knowledge, and a 
supporting systematic literature review (SAPEA 2020b) and expert workshop (see 
Annex 2). The Scientific Opinion also benefited from additional targeted consultations 
with experts and a stakeholder meeting. For more information on the methodologies 
and the sources of information and evidence used to develop this Scientific Opinion, 
see Annex 2. 
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Box 2 – Examples of trade-off and synergies 

Food systems are complex with interactions between all subsystems. As a 
consequence, policies in one subsystem or for one objective will impact other 
policy objectives and subsystems, which may be positive or negative. The 
resulting trade-off and synergies need to be anticipated, assessed and balanced 
in terms of the overarching goals (see 3.0). 

In the current food system, some of the main goals against which trade-offs 
and synergies are weighed are food security, food safety and economic 
considerations. In this system, intensive farming to produce high yields is 
synergistic with economic competitiveness, leading to low prices. However, 
there are trade-offs between overall competitiveness goals and the social and 
economic situation of small-scale food producers and rural communities. 
Moreover, intensive farming is associated with low environmental sustainability 
and resilience, due to e.g. widespread use of monocultures and pesticides. 

When environmental, social and economic sustainability becomes an 
overarching goal (see 3.0), the trade-offs and synergies need to be assessed 
accordingly. This means that a much wider range of policy areas becomes 
important in the assessments, including climate, energy and education policies. 

One example of a food issue associated with significant trade-offs and synergies 
is the production and consumption of large amounts of meat and other livestock 
products. Intensive livestock production is associated with greenhouse gas 
emissions, animal welfare problems, air and water pollution, zoonoses and 
development of antimicrobial resistance. Reducing the consumption of meat 
and increasing the consumption of plant-based food would significantly reduce 
environmental impacts, including land use, and is also associated with health 
benefits (Willett et al. 2019). On the other hand, reduction of livestock 
production and meat consumption can lead to changes in traditional rural 
landscapes and have an impact on cultural and social traditions (Buckwell and 
Nadeu 2018). Transforming the EU food system to produce a more sustainable 
and healthy diet will therefore require considerations for health, cultural factors, 
animal welfare and economic aspects, thus balancing all sustainability impacts 
(environmental, social and economic; see Box 1). 
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 REVIEW OF THE CURRENT FOOD POLICY SYSTEM 
IN THE EU 

The production, processing, distribution and consumption of food, and their impacts, 
fall under a wide range of policy areas and instruments in the EU (see Scoping Paper 
of this work; Annex 1). This includes the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and 
Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), but also policies such as environment and 
conservation policies, health and food safety, research and innovation, single market 
and competition, trade and development policies. Also highly relevant are the EU’s 
commitments towards the United Nation’s sustainable development goals (SDGs) and 
the 2015 Paris Agreement under the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC). 

This chapter reviews scientific evidence on the sustainability components of the 
current food policy system. It brings together the comprehensive overview of the 
scientific literature by SAPEA on fisheries, marine and water policies, agriculture and 
rural development (SAPEA 2020b) and the discussion in the SAPEA Evidence Review 
Report on policies and domains that would enable the EU food system to transition 
towards more sustainable outcomes (SAPEA 2020a). 

Agriculture is a domain that is an almost exclusive EU competence4, making the EU 
the relevant level to address sustainability of agricultural production. In scientific 
literature on the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), Rural Development Policy and the 
Biodiversity Strategy, the need for tailored, (regional) context-based policies with 
flexibility in the design is clear. There are important differences between old and new 
EU Member States and small and large-scale operators, as well as large diversity of 
European landscapes (SAPEA 2020b: 1.3.4.4; 1.3.4.5). The importance of 
collaborative policy design and governance engaging stakeholders with coordinated 
bottom-up and top-down approaches is emphasised. 

In recent years, the CAP increasingly introduced national flexibility, and the role of 
national governments has increased with regard to agriculture. The CAP has evolved 
with the aim to meet economic, environment and societal challenges, and to support 
a more sustainable management of natural resources. Greening measures were 
introduced in pillar 1 (direct payments to farmers) and a second pillar on rural 
development was introduced under the ‘Agenda2000’ reform. In 2018, the European 
Commission presented legislative proposal for the future of CAP. Among the nine 
objectives that were proposed there are several that are particularly relevant for a 
sustainability transition, e.g. “climate change action” and to “preserve landscapes and 
biodiversity” (European Commission 2018).  

                                                

4 Areas in which the EU is able to legislate and adopt binding acts. EU countries exercise their 
own competence where the EU does not exercise, or has decided not to exercise, its own 
competence (Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union). 
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Although the CAP has thus gradually broadened to include values and interests beyond 
economy and production, such as rural development and greening, better targeting 
of financial support for sustainability aims is called for. The CAP is an example of a 
large policy area that is designed to addresses multiple aims and incentives, mainly 
in the farming sector (e.g. farming sector competitiveness, farmer incomes, territorial 
imbalances). Conflicts and poor integration with other policies are attributed to the 
‘exceptionalist’5 and sector-specific mode of policy-making. Lack of clarity in 
objectives and mandates, bureaucracy and strong vested interests are also mentioned 
in the literature as barriers. Improvements in monitoring, modelling and data, and 
knowledge integration are necessary, as well as integrating goals, data and 
methodologies of related policies to increase coherence. Recently, recommendations 
for the CAP were made to address sustainability challenges, with specific action points 
and measures, which have been endorsed by over 3600 scientific experts (Pe’er et al. 
2020). 

Areas of food safety governance as part of the EU General Food Law is another area 
of importance with regard to food systems, covering plant and animal health 
regulation as well as food information to consumers. However, food system 
dimensions such as public health remain largely within national competence6. 
Developed in the wake of the BSE (‘mad cow disease’) crisis, the implementation of 
the EU food law has been successful in addressing the safety of food in Europe, as 
well as public trust issues. However, the evidence review identifies problems, such as 
the effect of the precautionary principle on innovation and the types of evidence that 
are considered by the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA). The EU Food Law also 
establishes rights of consumers to receive accurate and honest information, as 
reflected for example in policy for food labelling for nutritional properties. 

Regarding the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), the literature highlights the need for 
and potential of tailored and flexible approaches, targets and management due to the 
wide variety of contexts. The need for bottom-up participatory management with a 
wide, active and even stakeholder representation and responsibility is highlighted, as 
are clear and stable high-level sustainability objectives, including social and economic 
aspects. This inclusive engagement may address perceived unfairness, in particular 
by small-scale fisheries. Overcoming data deficiencies and inadequacies (e.g. baseline 
population and bycatch data) and addressing equal access to data and information is 
emphasised, which may additionally improve trust in how data is used and willingness 

                                                

5 Implying that policy making in this area is treated differently than in most other areas of policy 
making. For CAP, authors have highlighted both the exceptional high degrees of market 
intervention and income support (Skogstad, 1998: cited in SAPEA 2020a). 

6 Here, the EU has a ‘supporting competences’, meaning the EU can only intervene to support, 
coordinate or complement the action of EU countries. Legally binding EU acts must not require 
the harmonisation of EU countries’ laws or regulations (Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union). 
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to follow scientific advice. The evidence review also mentions the need for alternatives 
to traditional management and improvement in enforcement. 

Literature on the Water Framework Directive (WFD) and the Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive (MSFD) indicates that science advice should be integrated 
with inclusive multi-stakeholder platforms for flexible and adaptive policy design, 
implementation and governance (SAPEA 2020b: 1.3.2.4; 1.3.2.5; 1.3.3.4). There is 
a need for coordination, integration and the provision of guidance in joining-up efforts 
across related policies. Ambiguity, unclear aims and objectives, lack of common 
understandings and standards, and incoherent data collection are considered 
problems. Focus on environmental and particularly economic aspects are reported to 
be too dominant and thus the sustainability dimensions require better balancing. 
Other reported problems are incomplete implementation and over-reliance on existing 
methods and procedures. 

The evidence review (SAPEA 2020a: 5.2) states that the EU environmental policy 
has traditionally given much attention to regulating the externalities of food 
production, e.g. through the nitrate and water framework directives, although an EU 
policy on soil quality is notably absent. Recently there has been a shift toward an 
increased emphasis on coordination and policy integration, with emphasis on a circular 
economy, biodiversity and reducing food waste (see also Box 3).  

Although not intuitively associated with food directly, the food system is heavily reliant 
on energy, and the evidence review report recognises that energy policy has become 
an increasingly important domain for the sustainability of the food system (SAPEA 
2020a: 5.2). The transition of the food system is therefore intrinsically linked the 
energy transition. 

Another essential food-related policy area is health, which has largely been a member 
state prerogative. However, the Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union 
demands a high level of human health protection across Union policies and a 
complementary role of the Union in supporting national health endeavours. EU health 
policies are reflected, for example, in for example, food safety policy, and in the 
agenda-setting and coordination with respect to nutrition and obesity. 

At a more global level, policies on competition, trade and humanitarian 
assistance are highly relevant for the food system. Approximately half of EU food is 
imported. As a consequence, the sustainability of the EU food system must not be 
seen in isolation. The evidence review report states that “in principle, bilateral 
agreements could enable the EU to diffuse its relatively high environmental, food 
safety, and other standards internationally, commentators and civil society 
organisations have criticised these agreements for exactly the opposite” (SAPEA 
2020a: 5.2). One of the challenges sustainability clauses in trade agreements is their 
enforcement (see e.g. Hradilova and Svoboda, 2018). Competition policy can be an 
enabling in factor in a transition toward sustainability, increased animal welfare or 
increase of organic agriculture, and there is an on-going reflection on how EU policies 
can contribute. 
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This chapter shows that while some existing policies are more or less intended and 
able to achieve improvements in sustainability aspects, the general lack of interaction 
between and misalignment of various policies is a critical barrier towards a sustainable 
food system. These food-relevant policy areas have seldom been considered 
coherently through a food policy lens. Moreover, the current EU policy environment 
does not fully cover all aspects relevant to food sustainability (e.g. soil quality).   
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Box 3 – Food waste 

An estimated one-third of all food produced globally is lost or goes to waste. 
Additionally, overeating can be considered a form of food waste, further 
increasing the proportion of food wasted. In 2016, an estimated 13.8% of food 
produced was lost in the whole food supply chain preceding retail (FAO 2019). 
The remainder occurs with retailers and consumers, with as much as 50% of 
the food wasted occurs at household level in European countries. Waste 
reduction is tackled amongst others by environmental policy at EU level, for 
example by the Waste Framework Directive (Directive 2008/98/EC). However, 
many other policy areas have a bearing on food waste. 

The evidence review “provides a critique of the current system, defined in terms 
of intensive, highly industrialised, modes of production and unsustainable levels 
of mass consumption”. It identifies food waste as a key issue in transitioning to 
a more circular food system (SAPEA 2020a: 4). Indeed, food waste can be seen 
as a symptom of the current, unsustainable food system (Expert Elicitation). 
A more circular model would be based on “principles of waste reduction, bio-
refining unpreventable losses, closing nutrient loops, improving efficiency, 
utilising byproducts, creating higher-quality food, and favouring changes in 
unhealthy diets” (Jurgilevich et al. 2016: cited in SAPEA 2020a). The evidence 
review refers to waste reduction and valorisation (Directive 2008/98/EC): 

 reduction (also referred to as prevention) aims to lower production and 
consumption levels; 

 valorisation aims to reintroduce unpreventable food wastage into the 
production circuit at all levels of the supply chain.  

This approach itself highlights a number of potential actions. Preventable waste 
can be limited by improved management practices, food processing, regulation 
and more aware consumption behaviours. Effective interventions have included 
‘nudging’ (e.g. size of plates in hospitality environments), changing nutritional 
guidelines in schools, improvement of home cooking skills and information 
campaigns communicating social norms. Non-preventable waste can be used 
as feedstock and to produce bio-based products (SAPEA 2020a: 4.4)  
The circular model should be applied along the whole food supply chain, from 
production to consumption, including processing and transport. Also here, 
systems thinking should be applied, ensuring that for example recycling is really 
sustainable given among others usage of energy, water and other costs.  
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 RECOMMENDATIONS 

3.0. Make environmental, social and economic sustainability the 
central objective of all policies relevant to food  

 
 
View food more as a common good and not just as a consumer good 
 

 

For most people involved in the current food system, ‘food’ is considered 
predominantly ‘a tradeable good’, the value of which is determined by its market price. 
In other words, the current food system is dominated by a ‘framing’ of food as a 
commodity (SAPEA 2020a: 3.2). This framing refers to ‘citizens’ as just ‘consumers’, 
while people are obviously not just individuals who act on a market (see also 3.2.2) 
(SAPEA 2020a: 6.5). The current system’s goals are aligned to this framing: maximising 
food production – in particular calories-rich food – while minimising costs. It is clear 
that feeding people healthily is just a subordinate goal in this framing, and that viewing 
food mainly as a commodity is not compatible with a sustainability focus (Expert 
Elicitation; see Annex 4). A transformation to a sustainable food system therefore 
requires a framing that puts sustainability at its centre, to view food more as a common 
good (SAPEA 2020a: 3.2).  

Reframing food in a way that clearly supports sustainability sends a clear signal to all 
involved in the food system. It offers an integrated narrative, a coherent, evidence-
based framework for policy interventions (SAPEA 2020a: 3.2), and a clear direction in 
international negotiations and when developing or revising policies and legislation, 
such as competition and trade law (Expert Elicitation). It defines the overarching goal 
while leaving space for diversity, context-adapted action, experimentation, learning 
and ‘reflexivity’.7 
A sustainable food system is one that contributes to all three pillars of sustainability 
– environmental, economic and social – in a balanced manner, and requires the 
system to be ‘just’ (fair) (see Box 1). To achieve such a system for the EU, the central 
goal of all relevant policy assessment and development must be to ensure food 
sustainability in all three pillars. Essentially, this means aligning the central objective 

                                                

7 Complex systems, like the food system, are by definition non-linear, interconnected, 
multivariable, self-evolving and dynamic, making it difficult – if not impossible – to predict and 
control. Intervening in the food system thus requires an approach that has similar 
characteristics, where continuous reassessments, readjustments, adaptations and iterations 
are required to counter biases, unexpected consequences, unforeseen reinforcing feedback 
loops and other perverse effects (SAPEA 2020a: 4). 
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of the EU food system with the food-related UN sustainable development goals 
(SDGs). 

Based on this main, overarching recommendation of an environmental, social and 
economic sustainability focus for the EU food system, we make specific 
recommendations below.  

 

3.1. Ensure a truly integrated approach to bring about a 
sustainable food system 

3.1.1. Adopt an active step-wise policy transition to integrate sustainable 
food system thinking into existing EU sectoral policies  

Any EU policy effort towards a sustainable food system, such as the proposed ‘Farm 
to Fork’ Strategy, should use the overarching goal of food sustainability in all its 
aspects as the starting point. However, separate European Commission departments 
treating the diverse components of the food systems individually is still the norm 
(Expert Elicitation; SAPEA 2020a: 5.2). Approaches focusing on single issues, 
marginal efficiency gains and incremental improvements to the current system will 
not be sufficient: they represent ‘business as usual’, which will not make the food 
system sustainable (SAPEA 2020a: 1.1). An ‘integrated’ sustainable food system 
strategy should not be merely a mutually agreed collection of fragmented policy 
objectives arising from different departmental perspectives. Instead, such a strategy 
and the subsequent policy development should arise from the same set of balanced 
environmental, social and economic sustainability objectives to shift the culture of 
food policy making (Box 1). The European Commission should repurpose food-related 
policies towards a fully integrated approach. 

To achieve such a policy transformation towards balanced environmental, social and 
economic sustainability, we suggest a step-wise approach. The first step is to 
‘mainstream’ the sustainable food system approach into the existing and planned 
sectoral policies (Expert Elicitation). In practice, this requires reviewing the EU policies 
and policy areas that are very broadly relevant to food in terms of their contribution 
to the three pillars of the food system sustainability (Box 1). 

For example, overconsumption and malnutrition should not only be viewed from a 
public health perspective by EU policy makers. Instead it should also be approached 
as a form of food waste detrimental to the environment (see also Box 3), as a form 
of food insecurity, and as economically problematic due to productivity loss. Similarly, 
‘innovation’ should not just be considered as a drive for technological development: 
innovation also brings about more democratic governance structures, improved food 
sharing initiatives, sustainable business models and financing systems, for example 
(Expert Elicitation).  

That transitional ‘mainstreaming’ step also entails:  
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(Expert Elicitation).  

That transitional ‘mainstreaming’ step also entails:  
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 considering food sustainability not only in relation to policy areas traditionally seen 
as the most relevant for the food system, such as agriculture, fisheries and 
mariculture, rural development, food safety, animal and plant health, and water 
quality, but also those where the food system is among the drivers of change, such 
as climate change; to areas that have traditionally been treated as less directly 
related, such as competition, international trade, transport, or energy; or which 
have been given less explicit attention thus far, such as soil quality (SAPEA 2020a: 
5.2);  

 reviewing cross-cutting issues spanning policy areas such as the supply and 
marketing of new foods, or risk management in relation to food;  

 identifying policy synergies, such as the co-benefits of a more plant-based diet both 
for health and for the environment, while anticipating and compensating for policy 
trade-offs, for example the trade-off between the potential higher cost of healthy 
food production, incomes for food producers, the affordability of such food for 
citizens and limiting food waste (see also Boxes 2 and 3); 

 identifying the potential for integration between policy areas in support of food 
sustainability goals.  For example, our previous Scientific Opinion on Food from the 
Oceans highlighted the role of integration between marine and agricultural 
provision of food and feed, as well as the role that for instance marine spatial 
planning could play in considering trade-offs and supporting new or unconventional 
sources of food (Group of Chief Scientific Advisors 2017).  

The second step of an integrated approach is to consider placing a single integrated 
food systems strategy at the heart of policy and organisational design, based on the 
core principles of good food system governance. These core governance principles 
include: system-based problem framing (see 3.0), boundary-spanning structures (see 
3.1.2), adaptability and transformative capacity (see 3.1.3), and inclusiveness (see 
3.1.2. and 3.2.3.) (SAPEA 2020a: 4.5).  

A crucial expected benefit of a truly integrated approach is greater assurance that 
initiatives in one policy area do not contradict policies supporting food sustainability in 
another area. Indeed, all key future food-relevant policies would be developed 
together based on a single strategy, coming from the same starting point in support of 
the central sustainability objective (see 3.0). 

Another possible benefit, compared to the mainstreaming step, is greater assurance 
that the food policies take into account the potential as well as risks related to multiple 
global drivers, including climate change (Expert Elicitation). This facilitates that future 
food policies are built for a more comprehensively understood, complex and evolving 
environment, and thus are more ‘future-proof’. 
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3.1.2. Take a leadership role to support transformation of the food system 
at the global, European, national, regional and local levels  

The European Commission is well-positioned to take the lead and become the engine 
that drives change towards a sustainable food system in the EU and beyond, further 
building on the ambitions already communicated in the European Green Deal, 
including the forthcoming Farm to Fork Strategy. As noted in 3.1.1., the EU’s role in 
relation to food is crucially linked with multiple policy areas, including energy, 
transport, trade and investment.  

To help achieve the transformation to a sustainable food system, the European 
Commission should – firstly – make full use of its capabilities in all policy areas where 
it can legislate and adopt binding acts (exclusive and shared competences), such as 
agriculture and rural development, fisheries and mariculture, international trade and 
competition (Expert Elicitation). The evidence review suggests that bilateral trade 
agreements can be used to enable the EU to promote sustainability objectives (e.g. 
environmental and food safety standards), but that international trade has so far been 
an underutilised mechanism for that purpose, and has even been criticised in some 
instances for the opposite effect (SAPEA 2020a: 5.2). Similarly, the EU competition 
law and policy could play a larger role in supporting the food system sustainability 
transformation – by aligning it to the sustainability criteria (Box 1) (ibid). 

Secondly, the EU should fully use its financial instruments (such as regional, social or 
educational funding) in support of food sustainability goals. Financial instruments 
should include co-funding local or regional initiatives supporting food sustainability 
(see also 3.1.3.). Investment is a crucial driver, not least given its role in relation to 
retail chains and networks, and constitutes a sector where the EU is currently focusing 
sustainability efforts.  

Thirdly, the European Commission should combine the above instruments with its 
convening, facilitating and brokering power in other policy areas where it has more 
limited influence – such as taxation, public health, consumer policy, regional policy or 
education – to further support food sustainability objectives (Expert Elicitation). 

This coordinating role should be used to help ensure the silo-breaking, boundary-
spanning and inclusive nature of the transformation across the EU: bringing together 
the European, national, regional and local levels, aligning policies across scales. 
Concretely, this could take the form of a European Commission-led participatory 
multi-stakeholder forum dedicated to supporting EU-wide transformation around a 
clear goal. This should bring together these different levels of governance, and 
different departments, but also diverse stakeholders in the food system, including 
citizens, particularly those belonging to the less powerful and vulnerable groups within 
the current food system (see also 3.2.3.).  

The European Commission’s role can include actively identifying synergies and 
opportunities for joining-up different governance levels or groups of agents in the 
food system. The latest advances and good practices in the participatory methods of 
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stakeholder and citizen involvement should be considered. Local or sectoral practices 
to consider as scalable models may include Advisory Councils (ACs), Fishing Industry 
Committees or Farm Advisory Services (Expert Elicitation; SAPEA 2020b).  

Moreover, the European Commission’s roles as a convener and facilitator of such fora 
should include helping to acknowledge, map, share and assess the broad variety of 
existing national, regional or local initiatives or ‘pilots’ that support food sustainability 
and work in diverse circumstances (see 3.1.3).  
 

3.1.3. Develop responsive, learning-focused policy approaches and 
governance structures including through pilot initiatives, assessing their 
suitability for broader adoption  

The transformative capacity, adaptability, learning and flexibility are among the core 
principles of food system governance (SAPEA 2020a: 4.5; see also 3.1.1.) 

The transformative capacity of the food system should, firstly, be built into the design 
of relevant EU policies – with the aim of promoting learning, adaptability and 
responsiveness, and reducing negative path dependencies and lock-ins (ibid; see also 
Box 4, summarising the conclusions from Chapter 2). Concretely, this could be 
achieved by building in flexibility as well as early and frequent evaluation and 
reassessment into all the relevant new policies, with an emphasis on ‘pilot’ policy 
initiatives. That applies equally to the national, regional or local initiatives supporting 
food sustainability which receive EU funding. Flexibility, early and regular evaluation 
and reassessment should be viewed as indispensable elements of such initiatives and 
should be supported by EU funding.  

The evidence review catalogues a number of such initiatives that can be considered 
as ‘pilots’, which have been found to be successful (SAPEA 2020a: 7). They include a 
national ‘fat tax’, a national case of achieving economies of scales with respect to the 
organic food market, local alternative food supply networks bringing consumers 
directly together with producers, and local schemes to redistribute surplus food. 

The evidence review cautions against the overoptimistic assumption that the 
inspiration which such good practices offer, can automatically lead to successful 
upscaling or successful transfer to another local context (ibid). However, the European 
Commission should facilitate the monitoring and assessment of upscaling and transfer 
potential. This can include financial support to pilot initiatives which aim to upscale or 
transfer good practices. 

The multi-level and multi-stakeholder fora dedicated to supporting the EU-wide 
transformation to a sustainable food system (see 3.1.2.), should be a means for 
ensuring that responsiveness, adaptability and learning are embedded in that 
transformation and for acknowledging the diversity across the EU.  

Both the setup as the evaluation and assessment of context-adapted and ‘pilot’ 
initiatives should be as evidence-based as possible and embed expert advice at all 
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levels, also at the most local level. These should not be misinterpreted as random 
trial-and-error projects.  

In addition, technological innovation offers potential in the transition to food 
sustainability and may also support social sustainability, but must not be the sole 
preoccupation of the learning-focused policy approach (SAPEA 2020a: 3.1). Examples 
may include precision farming; novel ways to cultivate food which can limit a rural-
urban divide with regard to an understanding and integration of food production in 
various areas, such as hydroponics, vertical gardens, or aquaculture on land (IIASA 
2018; Krishna Bahadur et al. 2018; Mayer et al. 2016). Novel foodstuffs such as 
insects or increased use of algae may also provide technological and social innovations 
towards extended sources of food (Group of Chief Scientific Advisors 2017; SAPEA 
2020a: 6.5).  
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Box 4 – Lessons learned from research on existing EU 
policies  

From the evidence review described in Chapter 2 it becomes apparent that 
sustainable food system transformation requires wide participation by the large 
variety of actors relevant to the food system, for both problem formulation and 
solution development. An experimental, flexible and iterative approach to 
system change, in which next steps are adjusted along the way – in contrast to 
the development of a set transition plan – is suggested by research in other 
complex sectors. 

The evidence review highlights that research should focus on a range of 
potential leverage points in the food system, with many diverse changes and 
ongoing monitoring, reflection and collaboration, “rather than thinking of a 
singular change to fix a complex system”. This will include changes in: 

 Rules, including social rules, such as norms, as well as regulatory rules, 
laws and protocols; 

 Tools, including devices, infrastructures, machinery and scientific 
systems, which are used to facilitate food practices, fostered by 
innovation, and; 

 Skills and understandings relating to how information on impacts is 
collated and evaluated, and how conflicts resulting from changes are 
handled. (SAPEA 2020a: 6.8) 

Therefore, a transformation of the food system requires: 

 Clear high-level goals and incentives, with a balanced focus on all three 
sustainability pillars (economic, social, environmental), with joined-up, 
complementing policies. 

 Iterative, flexible and adaptable policies with integrated scientific advice 
and science-policy interfaces and broad, inclusive participatory 
governance structures. This allows experimentation, context-
dependent tailoring and evolution, whilst acknowledging unequal power 
structures and diverse contexts in the food system. 

 Strong monitoring with coherent data collection methods and formats, 
and knowledge sharing, facilitating the update of policies and adaptive 
response when needed. 

 Proper implementation and enforcement. 
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3.2. Address power and information asymmetries in the food 
system 

There are many different participants, or ‘actors’, in the food system. They include 
producers, storage, distribution, processing and packaging industry, retail chains and 
networks, food services and hospitality, as well as policy makers, non-governmental 
organisations and individuals as citizen-consumers. Given the complexities of food 
systems, no one group or category can single-handedly achieve a full transition towards 
greater sustainability. The different actors, all potential forces and drivers of change 
have uneven power, influence, knowledge and information – also within categories. 
Power is concentrated in progressively fewer and bigger private sector organisations 
(FAO 2017), in particular food manufacturers (food processing companies) and 
retailers. 

3.2.1 Increase the policy focus on food manufacturers and retailers 

In numbers, food producers and consumers are by far the largest groups of actors in 
the food system (see Figure 2). However, they only have influence on the food system 
at an aggregate level, and have very limited power individually (SAPEA 2020a: 6). 
Nonetheless, existing legislation and policies mainly target producers (e.g. through 
agricultural and fisheries policies) and consumers (e.g. through food safety or product 
information requirements). The strong influence of food processing and retail sectors 
have on producer and consumer choices warrants a greater focus of sustainability 
policies and initiatives targeting these sectors. This can include requirements for 
accessible, transparent and comparable sustainability information to support proper 
market functioning, due diligence and traceability (Expert Elicitation). 

Transparency is important for all involved in the supply chain, including retailers, 
suppliers, the food processing industry, consumers and food-service providers 
(restaurants, canteens, etc.). Each should be able to easily access the necessary 
information on the sustainability of a product, its supplier or producer. This means that 
everyone should be able to confirm, for example, whether production and trading was 
socially just (fair), whether the ingredients and final product can be considered healthy, 
whether harmful impacts on the climate, soil or water were avoided during its 
production, processing, transport and storage. As this will likely increase the burden on 
the food supply chain, a disproportionately heavy burden on small and medium sized 
companies should be avoided, as well as adverse effects on more vulnerable groups in 
the food system (see 3.2.3).  

Defining clear sustainability standards, including certification and labelling, can also 
play a larger role in business-to-business communication and help businesses to fulfil 
requirements related to standard on sustainability, including for example animal 
welfare and carbon footprint (Expert Elicitation).  
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Considering that large food processing and retail companies often operate multi-
nationally, and that half of the food consumed in the EU is imported, a transformation 
to a sustainable food system will require changes in trade rules and global governance 
(see 3.1.2) (Expert Elicitation; SAPEA 2020a: 6.1).  

 

 
Adapted from EEA 2017 

Figure 2 – A simplified overview of the food supply chain with numbers of actors in 
each category 
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3.2.2 Support a food environment that helps citizens to make healthy and 
sustainable food choices 

An assumption regarding food has often been that consumers, once well informed, will 
make the choices that drive the market towards sustainability. However, along with the 
fact that individual consumers have very poor influence on the food system, evidence 
shows that consumer choices are not typically made based only on the best available 
information (SAPEA 2020a: 6.5). Instead, consumer behaviour is constrained and 
formed by many actors and aspects which are together referred to as ‘food 
environment’8, and include e.g. the choice architecture (i.e. the way in which food 
choice is presented to nudge consumers towards preferred choices), norms and 
conventions, cost, convenience, and habit (ibid).  

For this reason, information provision, fact-based education, and awareness campaigns 
are on their own insufficient to achieve the required behavioural change towards 
sustainable consumer choices (see also 3.3.). In addition, information from such public 
and educational sources competes (and often conflicts with) messages from 
advertisement and other marketing that are supported by much larger budgets (Expert 
Elicitation) 

 Supporting sustainable consumer choices thus requires changes to the food 
environment, including the availability and presentation of choices to the consumer 
which make a sustainable choice the easiest option. The policy approaches could focus 
on regulation whereby costs are transferred from sustainable, including healthy, 
choices to the unsustainable choices (see also 3.3.) (Expert Elicitation). 

Moreover, it is important that people should be seen as more than just consumers in 
the food system, but e.g. as ‘citizen-consumer’, because they engage with food in many 
more ways than just in their market role. This is key to recognise for interventions 
intended to encourage sustainable food practices (SAPEA 2020a: 6.5). 
 

3.2.3 Strengthen the more vulnerable actors in the food system  

A crucial bottleneck in the transformation to a sustainable food system that is identified 
in the evidence review and in expert elicitation is the weak position of most food 
producers. The EU farming sector and rural areas are diverse in many ways, and small 

                                                

8 Definition by the Agriculture, Nutrition and Health Academy Food Environment Working Group 
(ANH-FEWG): "The food environment is the interface that mediates people’s food acquisition 
and consumption within the wider food system. It encompasses external dimensions such as 
the availability, prices, vendor and product properties, and promotional information; and 
personal dimensions such as the accessibility, affordability, convenience and desirability of 
food sources and products" (Turner et al. 2018). 



Scientific Opinion 
Towards a sustainable food system 

40  March 2020 Group of Chief Scientific Advisors 

3.2.2 Support a food environment that helps citizens to make healthy and 
sustainable food choices 

An assumption regarding food has often been that consumers, once well informed, will 
make the choices that drive the market towards sustainability. However, along with the 
fact that individual consumers have very poor influence on the food system, evidence 
shows that consumer choices are not typically made based only on the best available 
information (SAPEA 2020a: 6.5). Instead, consumer behaviour is constrained and 
formed by many actors and aspects which are together referred to as ‘food 
environment’8, and include e.g. the choice architecture (i.e. the way in which food 
choice is presented to nudge consumers towards preferred choices), norms and 
conventions, cost, convenience, and habit (ibid).  

For this reason, information provision, fact-based education, and awareness campaigns 
are on their own insufficient to achieve the required behavioural change towards 
sustainable consumer choices (see also 3.3.). In addition, information from such public 
and educational sources competes (and often conflicts with) messages from 
advertisement and other marketing that are supported by much larger budgets (Expert 
Elicitation) 

 Supporting sustainable consumer choices thus requires changes to the food 
environment, including the availability and presentation of choices to the consumer 
which make a sustainable choice the easiest option. The policy approaches could focus 
on regulation whereby costs are transferred from sustainable, including healthy, 
choices to the unsustainable choices (see also 3.3.) (Expert Elicitation). 

Moreover, it is important that people should be seen as more than just consumers in 
the food system, but e.g. as ‘citizen-consumer’, because they engage with food in many 
more ways than just in their market role. This is key to recognise for interventions 
intended to encourage sustainable food practices (SAPEA 2020a: 6.5). 
 

3.2.3 Strengthen the more vulnerable actors in the food system  

A crucial bottleneck in the transformation to a sustainable food system that is identified 
in the evidence review and in expert elicitation is the weak position of most food 
producers. The EU farming sector and rural areas are diverse in many ways, and small 

                                                

8 Definition by the Agriculture, Nutrition and Health Academy Food Environment Working Group 
(ANH-FEWG): "The food environment is the interface that mediates people’s food acquisition 
and consumption within the wider food system. It encompasses external dimensions such as 
the availability, prices, vendor and product properties, and promotional information; and 
personal dimensions such as the accessibility, affordability, convenience and desirability of 
food sources and products" (Turner et al. 2018). 

Scientific Opinion 
Towards a sustainable food system 

Group of Chief Scientific Advisors March 2020 41 

farms accounts for more than half of all agricultural production globally, including in 
Europe (Lowder et al. 2016; SAPEA 2020a: 6.1).  At the same time, conversion to non-
agricultural (mainly urban) land use, costs of adoption of new technologies and volatile 
markets impact the sector. The Common Fisheries Policy and the CAP were reformed 
to include values and interests beyond economy and production, such as greening 
measures (SAPEA 2020a: 5.2). However, further reform is needed to effectively 
integrate sustainability objectives, support small-scale actors, and integrate 
representation and participation of broad groups of food producers.  

Although the highly competitive food retail sector had made food much more 
affordable for consumers, this has had considerable consequences for other groups in 
the food supply chain, in particular food producers (SAPEA 2020a: 6.3). The 
asymmetrical power distribution in the food supply chain needs to be addressed.  EU 
initiatives could support the weaker actors along the supply chains to apply fair and 
sustainable food practices. New legislation on unfair trading practices (Directive (EU 
2019/633)) is of particular interest in this area as is the European Economic and Social 
Committee’s recent promotion of short and alternative supply chains, as well as the 
New Deal for Consumers (COM(2018) 183). 

An example of a successful citizen initiative (see also 3.1.3.), which additionally shows 
food choices go further than just paying the lowest price and include fairness, is La 
Marque du Consommateur: C’est qui le patron?! (translated: The Consumer brand: Who 
is the boss?!). This originally French cooperative is a response to the strong pressure 
that retailers have been able to put on suppliers and producers. It applies the principles 
of fair trade to the domestic market, aimed to provide a decent living for food 
producers. However, it relies on consumers paying the additional cost – which 
nonetheless can be a very small and is collectively decided by consumers in the 
cooperative – and many people working as volunteers in the organization. 
 
 

3.3. Combine regulatory, financial, behavioural, information, 
communication, and education measures 

 
 
Use the complete policy mix 
Focus on regulatory and fiscal measures as the main drivers of change  
Consider voluntary means only as supplementary drivers  
 

 
Evidence is clear that binding (‘coercive’) policy measures, such as regulation  and fiscal 
measures, tend to be the most effective in achieving change towards food sustainability 
(SAPEA 2020a: 5). A number of such binding measures are possible. 
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Regulatory instruments include bans, minimum requirements and maximum ceilings. 
These can be used, for example, in food safety (bans of specific substances) and public 
procurement. Producers and retailers can be required to review production methods 
and sourcing (e.g. for avoidance of specific effects such as deforestation). Fiscal 
instruments can be designed to benefit more sustainable practices of producers, 
processors and retailers. Regulation is possible to internalise costs, for instance, by 
making unessential and unhealthy foodstuffs more expensive. This could be done 
though fees or taxes, but also through requiring the transferral of costs from healthier 
options to otherwise low-cost unessential foodstuffs at a producer or supplier level (to 
avoid cost per foodstuff being directly transferred onto consumers). It may also be 
possible to use (mandated) planning measures: e.g. marine spatial planning approaches 
to support level playing fields for industry development (Group of Chief Scientific 
Advisors 2017). At a local level, there is strong evidence that reducing access to foods 
high in fats, sugar and salt in and around schools are an effective strategy for improving 
the dietary intake of students, for example (SAPEA 2020a: 5.3). 

Voluntary initiatives, such as retailers’ decisions to source their products from more 
sustainable producers, or bottom-up citizen initiatives such as consumer-producer co-
operatives or waste reduction initiatives, can be very helpful. However, evidence shows 
they must not be relied upon as the sole or main drivers of change as an alternative to 
binding measures. Moreover, it is not realistic to adopt an ‘optimistic policy approach’ 
which assumes that good local practice will spontaneously spread, or can be 
automatically scaled-up or transferred to other contexts, or that technological 
solutions will simply manifest themselves in the future (SAPEA 2020a: 7.9, 8.2). 

Consumer information in a retail setting, including through food product labelling (e.g. 
on the nutritional value, carbon footprint or social sustainability of the product) is 
shown to be effective in increasing consumer awareness (SAPEA 2020a: 5.3). 
Independent and transparent third-party certification is an important measure for 
winning consumer trust and addressing the information asymmetry between 
producers and consumers (see also 3.2.2.) (ibid: 6.2). However, the proliferation of 
public and private labels adds complexity and risks consumer confusion. Public and 
non-governmental labelling standards tend to be trusted more than industry standards, 
and trusted labels may help to drive consumer behaviour by simplifying choice 
strategies (‘heuristics’) (ibid). For these main reasons, information-based initiatives 
should be a part of the policy mix despite the fact that on their own they would be 
insufficient to change behaviour. The same conclusion applies to education and 
communication initiatives (e.g. awareness campaigns): they are necessary, but not 
sufficient to achieve the desired changes (ibid: 6; Expert Elicitation). 

Behavioural tools are indeed shown by evidence to influence healthier choices (SAPEA 
2020a: 5.3). These include ‘nudging’ consumers towards sustainable choices through a 
‘choice architecture’ – e.g. by making a sustainable product the easiest default option. 
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Regulatory instruments include bans, minimum requirements and maximum ceilings. 
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However, they are insufficient instruments on their own, since consumer choices are 
affected by an entire ‘food environment’, with such diverse and interacting factors as 
cultural food taste preferences or pricing (see also 3.2.2. and also SAPEA 2020a: 3.2 for 
food as identity and culture) (Expert Elicitation; SAPEA 2020a: 5.3).  

Ultimately, well-designed instrument mixes may be the most effective, but the 
evidence is unclear about the precise balance and the interactions between 
instruments (SAPEA 2020a: 5.3, 8.3). An iterative, responsive and adaptable approach 
with appropriate monitoring is therefore warranted (Expert Elicitation). 

In conclusion, policies designed to achieve food sustainability – both at EU level and at 
other levels of governance – should use the complete policy mix including all the type 
‘soft’ instruments that are available, with binding measures as the main drivers – and 
with emphasis on the flexible, context-adapted and responsive approaches outlined in 
3.1.3. 
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Annex 1 – Scoping Paper 

Issue at stake 

Although availability of food is not perceived as an immediate, major concern in 
Europe, the challenge to ensure a long-term, safe, nutritious and affordable supply of 
food, from both land and the oceans, remains. A portfolio of coordinated strategies is 
called for to address this challenge.1 

Despite the overall level of economic prosperity in Europe, access to safe and 
nutritious food is still problematic for parts of the population, and food poverty is a 
concern in many European countries. Furthermore, obesity and diabetes, often related 
to poor dietary choices have become a major public health issue in the EU, with 
additional negative effects on economic productivity. Moreover, the global food 
system on which Europe relies faces a number of challenges concerning ecological 
sustainability, and robustness in the face of shocks and global change.2 

Worldwide, demand for food is changing as a result of demographic trends, 
urbanisation, economic prosperity, and changing consumer preferences. Demographic 
growth means more mouths to be fed, and richer consumers demand a wider range 
of products including more animal proteins, driving up the demand for crops for animal 
feed. Population shifts from the countryside to cities, and the desire to preserve rural 
communities, require new models of food production and supply, while addressing the 
‘rural-urban divide’. Moreover, food production is increasingly in competition with 
alternative purposes for crops such as the production of biofuels and other plant-
based products. 

Food waste is increasingly recognised as key challenge, both in the developing world 
where most food is wasted before it reaches consumers because of spoilage, pests, 
and poor storage and handling, and in the developed countries where structural 
oversupply leads to wastage. The FAO3 estimates that a third of food produced for 
human consumption is currently lost or wasted. 

Food systems are heavily globalised and interdependent, and the EU imports large 
quantities of food and feed from third countries, while also being a major exporter of 
food products. The wider EU agri-food sector contributes with exports worth € 137 
billion (2018) and 43 million jobs to the economic viability of the EU. This means that 
a global outlook is needed when considering the sustainable supply of food to the EU 
from both land and the oceans, as changes in demand and supply across the world 
have global repercussions. For example, agricultural production for export to the EU 

                                                

1 GO Science 2011, The Future of Food and Farming. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-of-food-and-farming   

2 WRR 2016, Towards a Food Policy. 
https://english.wrr.nl/publications/reports/2016/12/13/towards-a-food-policy  

3 FAO 2013, Food wastage footprint; Impacts on natural resources. 
http://www.fao.org/docrep/018/i3347e/i3347e.pdf  
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can create economic opportunities abroad and contribute to reducing poverty. 
Moreover, food insecurity is a key factor in global geopolitics, driving instability in 
neighbouring regions such as North Africa and contributing to the migratory crisis 
facing Europe today. 

Beyond production, processing, distribution and consumption of food are key parts of 
food systems. Europeans increasingly source their food from supermarkets and large 
retailers, and consume a large proportion of meals prepared outside their home. 
Packaged products (processed food and beverages) now account for approximately 
half of all consumer spending in the West.4 These trends make food distributors, 
processors and services preparing meals increasingly important actors in shaping the 
food system.  

Food production is also a resource-intensive activity with profound impacts on the 
environment.5 Water is a key resource for the production of food, and according to 
the FAO in 2000 agriculture was responsible for 70% of worldwide water consumption 
and 93% of water depletion.6 Modern food production and processing are energy-
intensive activities, with the industrial activities related to food systems requiring an 
estimated 26% of the EU’s energy consumption.7 Food systems are also one of the 
leading causes of climate change, and one of the areas most affected by it.8 Up to 
70% of the EU’s food imports come from developing world areas that will be 
particularly vulnerable to climate change.9 Food plays a crucial role in human health, 
and a comprehensive approach to food policy should consider issues of food safety, 
health and nutrition – including food choices by consumers and the role of education 
and information therein.10  

At the same time, EU agriculture has an important potential as a steward of the 
natural environment, as it is covering 48% of the EU's land. The whole food system 
has a duty of care for the natural resources of soil, water, air and biodiversity.  

                                                

4 Gehlhar and Regmi 2005: cited in WRR 2016, Towards a Food Policy. 
https://english.wrr.nl/publications/reports/2016/12/13/towards-a-food-policy 

5 EEA 2015, The European environment — state and outlook 2015 — synthesis report. 
https://www.eea.europa.eu/soer-2015/synthesis/report/0c-executivesummary 

6  FAO 2006, Livestock’s long shadow. Environmental issues and options. 
http://www.fao.org/docrep/010/a0701e/a0701e00.HTM  

7 JRC 2015, Energy use in the EU food sector: State of play and opportunities for 
improvement. https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-and-technical-research-
reports/energy-use-eu-food-sector-state-play-and-opportunities-improvement  

8 GO Science 2011, The Future of Food and Farming. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-of-food-and-farming 

9 Oxfam, cited in EASAC 2017, Opportunities and challenges for research on food and nutrition 
security and agriculture in Europe. 
https://easac.eu/fileadmin/PDF_s/reports_statements/Food_Security/EASAC_FNSA_Report_
Complete.pdf  

10 EUROSTAT 2016. http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/7700898/3-20102016-
BP-EN.pdf/c26b037b-d5f3-4c05-89c1-00bf0b98d646 
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EU policy background 

Within the EU, production, processing, distribution and consumption of food, and their 
impacts, fall under a wide range of policy areas and instruments. This includes the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and Common Fisheries Policy, but also policies such 
as environment and conservation policies, health and food safety, research and 
innovation, single market and competition, trade and development policies. Also 
highly relevant are the EU’s commitments towards the UNs sustainable development 
goals (SDGs) and COP21. A number of calls for a more integrated and holistic EU food 
policy and/or a better coordination of existing policies have been made in recent 
years.e.g. 11,12  

Also, the recent European Commission’s reflection paper ‘Towards a Sustainable 
Europe by 2030’,13 expresses the need for “a comprehensive approach entailing a 
genuine change in the way we produce, transform, consume and distribute food by 
accelerating the transition to a sustainable food system based on circular economy 
principles and making innovative, healthy, environment and animal welfare-friendly, 
safe and nutritious food production one of our key European trademarks.” Moreover, 
it calls for “ensuring a socially fair transition.” Similarly, President-elect Von der Leyen 
highlighted in her political guidelines the need for a comprehensive “new ‘Farm to 
Fork Strategy’ on sustainable food along the whole value chain” as well as “a just 
transition for all”. 

Request to the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors 

From preliminary investigations into this topic, there is already an established, large 
body of high quality scientific evidence and advice that both describes the challenge 
and recommended actions that can be taken to move to an EU sustainable food 
system,14 including enhancing food and nutrition security. 

While recommendations differ on the type of actions, approaches and scope, the 
following areas are widely considered to be relevant: promote sustainable 
intensification and/or scale up agro-ecological approaches; reduce food loss and 
waste; stimulate responsible consumer choices and access towards healthier and 
sustainable diets; improve the resilience and robustness of the food system; and 

                                                

11 WRR 2016, Towards a Food Policy. 
https://english.wrr.nl/publications/reports/2016/12/13/towards-a-food-policy 

12 EESC 2017, Civil society's contribution to the development of a comprehensive food policy in 
the EU. https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-
reports/opinions/civil-societys-contribution-development-comprehensive-food-policy-eu  

13 European Commission 2019, Reflection Paper – Towards a sustainable Europe by 2030. 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/rp_sustainable_europe_30-
01_en_web.pdf 

14 SAM (2019). ‘A scoping review of major works relevant to scientific advice towards an EU 
sustainable food system’, The Scientific Advice Mechanism Unit of the European Commission, 
26p. web version. doi: 10.2777/044579 
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increase the awareness, accountability and stewardship of producers and consumers 
to better inform their choices. 

Whilst there is a rich body of evidence supporting the above recommendations that 
can be actioned at a variety of scales by citizens and leaders, there remain gaps in 
scientific advice. Natural sciences-based literature examined in previous scientific 
advice focuses primarily on the natural systems rather than on social, economic, 
political and behavioural institutions, incentives and systems. However, the transition 
to a sustainable food system is in many respects a social process. It has for instance 
been well established that individual consumers can hold several concurrent opinions 
and be aware of best knowledge in, for instance, healthy food without implementing 
or acting on this. A broader understanding of social science can help us understand 
the social and institutional context to citizen actions, the broader economic and 
political incentives, and limitations and possibilities for behavioural and other change.  

This apparent ‘deficit’ in the uptake of social sciences insights in existing scientific 
advice should be addressed, particularly on ‘how’ best to ensure the transformation 
to a sustainable food system occurs in a ‘just’ (fair) manner and at the pace that is 
required. Thus, scientific advice from social sciences is sought with respect to 
developing an understanding of considerations for developing more holistic, system-
wide approaches to sustainability challenges facing food systems. 

Consequently, the main request to the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors is to: 

Use social sciences insights to map and analyse the various components of food 
systems and their dynamics in relation to sustainability objectives. What are workable 
paths to deliver an inclusive, ‘just’ and timely transition to an EU sustainable food 
system, considering ‘co-benefits’ for health, the environment, and socio-economic 
aspects, including the socio-economic situation of the farming sector, and addressing 
territorial imbalances, the rural-urban divide, food waste as well as responsible 
consumer behaviour? 

The question above would be analysed by reviewing evidence from social sciences 
research relevant to various scales, specifically: EU and global, member state and 
sub-state (consumer/community/business/regional/cities/rural areas) level. The 
advice should take a ‘systems approach’, thus go beyond departmental perspectives.  

The main value added of the advice would be to comprehensively draw together 
knowledge and insights from multiple disciplines in the social sciences and relevant 
human sciences, to inform policy makers’ efforts to enable the transition to an EU 
sustainable food system. The advice would provide a better understanding of the 
mechanisms underlying the complexity and possible adaptability of the food system. 
This could include identifying the major success factors contributing to 
transformations in systems and changes in instruments at various scales (global-
local); mapping the main barriers and enablers of change, including agents of change 
(e.g. consumers, retail, etc.), in the food system; and assessing policy integration 
challenges, behavioural interventions and models of food system governance. 
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Annex 2 – Methodology 

Following their earlier work – specifically on New Techniques in Agricultural 
Biotechnology,1 Food from the Oceans2 and Authorisation of Plant Protection Products3 
– the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors (the ‘Scientific Advisors’) intended to provide 
scientific advice on how food production and consumption can be more sustainable.  

The Scientific Advisors instructed the SAM Secretariat to undertake a scoping review 
of major, relevant work in this area to help identify the aim and scope of such an 
advice and to avoid the duplication of existing analysis and advice. 

The scoping review included a (grey) literature search informed and aided by 
consultations with scientific experts and expert practitioners, a limited web search, 
and attendance at key (scientific) conferences. The basis of the resulting scoping 
review report4 was used to develop a Scoping Paper (Annex 1) in consultation with 
the College of Commissioners, setting out the request for advice. 

The Scientific Advisors agreed to take up the work as detailed in the Scoping Paper 
on 13 January 2019. Following further discussions with Commissioners Andriukaitis 
and Hogan, the Scoping Paper was edited for clarity and an updated version was 
agreed and published on 25 September 2019. For transparency, both the updated 
and the original Scoping Paper are available online.5  

Three members of the group, Carina Keskitalo, Janusz Bujnicki and Rolf-Dieter Heuer, 
led the development of the Scientific Opinion on behalf of the Group of Chief Scientific 
Advisors, to be published in spring 2020. 

In this task, the Scientific Advisors were aided by SAPEA,6 which agreed to provide 
the supporting evidence underpinning the Scientific Opinion. For this, it formed an 

                                                

1 https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/support-policy-making/scientific-
support-eu-policies/group-chief-scientific-advisors/new-techniques-agricultural-
biotechnology_en  

2 https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/support-policy-making/scientific-
support-eu-policies/group-chief-scientific-advisors/food-oceans_en 

3 https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/support-policy-making/scientific-
support-eu-policies/group-chief-scientific-advisors/authorisation-processes-plant-protection-
products-europe_en 

4 SAM (2019). ‘A scoping review of major works relevant to scientific advice towards an EU 
sustainable food system’, The Scientific Advice Mechanism Unit of the European Commission, 
26p. web version. doi: 10.2777/044579 

5 https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/support-policy-making/scientific-
support-eu-policies/group-chief-scientific-advisors/towards-eu-sustainable-food-system_en 

6 SAPEA (Science Advice for Policy by European Academies) operates under the framework of 
the Scientific Advice Mechanism (SAM). SAM consists of the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors 
and their supporting team, the SAM Secretariat, and the SAPEA Consortium. SAPEA brings 
together knowledge and expertise from over 100 academies and learned societies in over 40 
countries across Europe. Funded through the EU’s Horizon 2020 programme, the SAPEA 
consortium comprises Academia Europaea (AE), All European Academies (ALLEA), the 
European Academies Science Advisory Council (EASAC), the European Council of Academies of 
Applied Sciences, Technologies and Engineering (Euro-CASE) and the Federation of European 
Academies of Medicine (FEAM). 
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expert Working Group to gather and synthesise the scientific evidence, including 
expert knowledge, in the form of a peer-reviewed Evidence Review Report. SAPEA 
also produced a supporting systematic review of social sciences literature on the 
relevant European policy ecosystem. 

Relevant evidence from the SAPEA Evidence Review Report and further academic and 
‘grey’ literature was supplemented with expert elicitation, covering academic experts, 
policy experts and expert practitioners (see Annex 3). To this end, SAPEA organised 
an expert workshop with independent scientific experts. 

The Scientific Advisors were also aided by staff of the SAM Secretariat, which 
performed supplementary analyses and synthesis of scientific and ‘grey’ literature, 
attended relevant conferences and meetings, and organised expert elicitation 
meetings. The SAM Secretariat assisted the Scientific Advisors in organising a 
discussion with policy experts of the European Commission on the scientific evidence 
and policy relevance and an expert ‘sounding board meeting’ on the draft Scientific 
Opinion.  

Finally, the SAM Secretariat aided the Scientific Advisors in convening a stakeholder 
meeting at which the preliminary outputs of the SAPEA Evidence Review Report and 
the areas under consideration for the Scientific Opinion were presented by the SAPEA 
Working Group chair and the Scientific Advisors, respectively. This stakeholder 
meeting was followed by a stakeholder consultation on the ‘Farm to Fork’ Strategy – 
which is informed by this Scientific Opinion – organised jointly with the responsible 
European Commission services. 

This Scientific Opinion was thus informed by various sources of evidence, notably: 

1. A scoping review of major works relevant to scientific advice towards an EU 
sustainable food system (SAM 2019); 

2. The Evidence Review Report developed by the expert Working Group of the 
Science Advice for Policy by European Academies consortium (SAPEA 2020a); 

3. A systematic literature review of the European policy ecosystem, supporting 
the Evidence Review Report (SAPEA 2020b); 

4. A discussion with European Commission policy experts on the coverage, level 
of detail and policy relevance of the preliminary scientific evidence and advice 
– 12 December 2019, Brussels; 

5. A sounding board meeting with scientific experts on draft recommendations 
and further considerations – 13 February 2020, Brussels; 

6. A stakeholder meeting to hear views on aspects of feasibility, impacts on 
different groups and additional points for consideration – 18 February 2020, 
Brussels. 

Meeting reports or summarising notes are published online.7  

                                                

7 https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/support-policy-making/scientific-
support-eu-policies/group-chief-scientific-advisors/towards-eu-sustainable-food-system_en 
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and further considerations – 13 February 2020, Brussels; 

6. A stakeholder meeting to hear views on aspects of feasibility, impacts on 
different groups and additional points for consideration – 18 February 2020, 
Brussels. 

Meeting reports or summarising notes are published online.7  

                                                

7 https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/support-policy-making/scientific-
support-eu-policies/group-chief-scientific-advisors/towards-eu-sustainable-food-system_en 
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Getting in touch with the EU

IN PERSON

All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct information centres.  
You can find the address of the centre nearest you at:  
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en

ON THE PHONE OR BY EMAIL

Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European Union.  
You can contact this service: 

– by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for these calls), 

– at the following standard number: +32 22999696 or 

– by email via: https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en

Finding information about the EU

ONLINE

Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is available on 
the Europa website at: https://europa.eu/european-union/index_en

EU PUBLICATIONS

You can download or order free and priced EU publications at:  
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publications. Multiple copies of free publications may be 
obtained by contacting Europe Direct or your local information centre  
(see https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en)

EU LAW AND RELATED DOCUMENTS

For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1952 in all the official 
language versions, go to EUR-Lex at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu

OPEN DATA FROM THE EU

The EU Open Data Portal (http://data.europa.eu/euodp/en) provides access to  
datasets from the EU. Data can be downloaded and reused for free, for both commercial and  
non-commercial purposes.



The present EU food system provides a high level of food security, food 
safety and wide consumer choice. Its environmental, economic and social 
sustainability are by contrast poor. Maintaining ‘business as usual’ will 
endanger natural resources, our health, the climate, and the economy. This 
scientific opinion provides advice on how to achieve a sustainable food system. 

The advice is informed by a scientific evidence review report and supporting 
systematic literature review by the SAPEA (Science Advice for Policy by 
European Academies) consortium. This scientific opinion recommends making 
environmental, social and economic sustainability the central objective of all 
policies relevant to food, in which ‘food’ is viewed more as a common good 
than a commodity. It calls on the European Commission to:

—	 Be the engine that drives change in the EU and beyond, taking an active, 
step-wise and fully integrated approach;

—	 Address power and information asymmetries in the food system and 
support a food environment that helps citizens to make sustainable 
choices;

—	 Use a well-balanced policy mix in an iterative, responsive and adaptive 
manner, considering binding policy measures as the main drivers.

Studies and reports


