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Abstract 

The United Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS), held in September of 2021, aimed to move 

food systems transformation to the top of the global policy agenda. An important element of the 

UNFSS were “levers of change,” areas of work expected to make a significant positive change 

within food systems. The UNFSS levers differed in the way they operated, their visibility, their 

impact on the Summit’s outcome, and the extent to which they feature in post-UNFSS activities 

and plans. This paper reviews the operation and effectiveness of the levers by discussing and 

comparing two key levers: gender and finance. The Gender Lever of Change focused on 

strengthening the role of women in food systems transformation, while the Finance Lever of 

Change focused on reforming existing financial structures and broadening financial support for 

optimal food systems. This paper reviews the activities and engagement of these two levers, the 

main debates. and the process of consultations. It concludes that the levers were instrumental in 

framing key principles and concrete directions for action to mainstream gender dimensions and to 

leverage finance for food system transformation. Lacking an agreed outcome document, the 

UNFSS established a kind of ‘social experiment’ by forming multistakeholder coalitions behind 

specific areas for food system transformation and by encouraging governments to design, on a 

voluntary basis, national pathways for such transformations. The outcomes of this social 

experiment are highly uncertain but could well turn out a way to overcome existing weaknesses in 

current fragmented mechanisms for food systems governance.  

 

 

 

                                                           
1  Diaz-Bonilla, McNamara, Swinnen and Vos are at the International Food Policy Research Institute 

(IFPRI) and Njuki is currently at the United Nations, but previously was IFPRI’s director for Africa.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) will not be possible without major 

changes to our food systems. Food systems will need to become environmentally sustainable to 

address the challenges posed by climate change, more inclusive to help end hunger, and more 

efficient in providing diverse and nutrient-rich foods to end all forms of malnutrition. In 

recognition of this critical role, in 2019, the United Nations (UN) Secretary General called for a 

UN Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) which took place in September 2021. The UNFSS aimed to 

achieve the following:  

“Generate significant action and measurable progress towards the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development…. Raise awareness and elevate public discussion about how 

reforming our food systems can help us all to achieve the SDGs…. Develop principles to 

guide governments and other stakeholders looking to leverage their food systems to 

support the SDGs… Create a system of follow-up and review to ensure that the Summit’s 

outcomes continue to drive new actions and progress….”2  

As illustrated in Figure 1, food systems are made up of a complex network of actors and 

relationships. To induce the transformative food system change considered necessary to achieve 

the SDGs will require unprecedented coordination across many different policy domains, 

stakeholders, and contexts. Ahead of the UNFSS, the UN organized a range of consultations and 

dialogues by countries and by constituency groups3 as well as expert and stakeholder 

                                                           
2 https://www.un.org/en/food-systems-summit/about  

3 Civil society, food producers, private sector, youth, and indigenous people. 

https://www.un.org/en/food-systems-summit/about
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assessments of options for change along five thematic Action Tracks,4 four Levers of Change 

(for transversal topics related to Gender, Human Rights, Finance, and Innovation), and a Science 

Group (to evaluate the scientific basis for the proposals that were expected to emerge from the 

consultations). The International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) was involved in several 

of the Action Tracks, prepared analyses for the Science Group on several topics, and played a 

role as co-lead in the Gender and Finance Levers of Change.  

FIGURE 1. Illustration of the Food System  

Source: Neufeld et al., 2021. 

                                                           
4 Action Track 1: Ensure access to safe and nutritious food for all; Action Track 2: Shift to sustainable 

consumption patterns; Action Track 3: Boost nature-positive production; Action Track 4: Advance 

equitable livelihoods; Action Track 5: Build resilience to vulnerabilities, shocks and stress.  
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This paper assesses the process, debates, and impacts of these two levers separately, focusing on 

how gender and finance issues were integrated into the food systems summit process and 

outcomes. This analysis suggests lessons learnt for effective policy making. A final section 

concludes with reflections on the institutional arrangements needed to transform food systems in 

developing countries. It concludes that the levers were instrumental in framing key principles 

and concrete directions for action to mainstream gender dimensions and to leverage finance for 

food system transformation. Lacking an agreed outcome document, the UNFSS established a 

kind of ‘social experiment’ by forming multistakeholder coalitions behind specific areas for food 

system transformation and by encouraging governments to design, on a voluntary basis, national 

pathways for such transformations. The outcomes of this social experiment are highly uncertain 

but could well turn out a way to overcome existing weaknesses in current fragmented 

mechanisms for food systems governance.  

 

2. THE GENDER LEVER OF CHANGE 

2.1 Consultation process  

The Gender Lever of Change (GLC) was led by IFPRI’s Director for Africa, with membership 

from the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the International Fund 

for Agricultural Development (IFAD), the World Food Programme (WFP), the Self-Employed 

Women's Association (SEWA) and the Center for People and Forests (RECOFTC). In the lead 

up to and during the summit, the GLC worked with the Action Track teams, the Champions 

Network, and the UN secretariat to incorporate gender considerations into the food systems 

transformation solutions that were developed by summit participants and ensure that these 

solutions accounted for the needs and priorities of women. The GLC placed a gender expert as a 
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member of the Action Track Leadership teams to ensure the mainstreaming of gender 

considerations within the game-changing solutions proposed by each of the Action Tracks.  The 

GLC also hosted dialogues in Africa, Latin America, South Asia, Europe, and Central Asia to 

foster engagement in the summit process among women and other stakeholders, develop an 

inclusive set of priorities, and arrive at a set of strategic solutions to address gender inequalities 

in food systems. This dual strategy of mainstreaming gender in the Action Tracks and proposing 

actions to address inequality sought to ensure that gender and the empowerment of women and 

girls were central in the summit’s agenda. 

2.2 Issues addressed by the Gender Lever  

Through the dialogues and process of identifying game-changing solutions, the GLC discussed 

the challenges to and options for addressing gender equality, especially in all possible domains 

of food systems. This sub-section examines several of these challenges and how they influenced 

the consultation process.  

Identifying the relationship between gender and food systems transformation  

Gender dynamics and food systems are intricately intertwined. Women play critical roles in food 

systems as producers, traders, and processors of food and agricultural products. Furthermore, 

there is a large body of evidence showing that women play a central role in deciding their 

households’ diets and determining their nutrition outcomes across numerous social groups and 

contexts (Santoso et al., 2019). However, these contributions have often been overlooked and 

women’s voices and leadership are not recognized in the global food systems discourse. Many 

food systems actors acknowledge the need to address gender inequities in livelihoods, nutrition, 

food security, and many other aspects of food systems, but this has not always been followed by 
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action and adequate investments. The work of the GLC sought to deepen the understanding of 

the linkages between gender and other food systems transformation goals in order to coordinate 

action effectively and ensure holistic transformation.  

Gender inequality is both a cause and outcome of unsustainable and unjust food systems that fail 

to provide access to healthy and diverse diets for all. Evidence shows that gender discrimination 

is a leading cause of poverty, malnutrition, and food insecurity (McFerson, 2010). Gender 

discrimination creates inefficiencies in food production, limits opportunities for food systems 

actors, and impedes decisions on healthy consumption for individuals and households 

(Kinkingninhoun-Mêdagbé et al., 2016; Sethuraman et al., 2007). In some contexts, women are 

responsible for a large share of unpaid household work and are expected to prioritize the food 

needs of men over their own (Addati et al., 2018). In the labor market, women are often 

overrepresented in informal, seasonal, and low-wage work. At the same time, they often lack 

access to productive resources including land, fertilizer, technology, and finance as well as 

agricultural extension and advisory services (Njuki et al., 2021). For these reasons, countries 

with higher rates of gender inequality tend to have poorer nutrition outcomes. Sadly, the bulk of 

these consequences also fall on poor households. Evidence further shows that women and girls 

experienced greater adversity than men during the COVID-19 pandemic, suffering domestic 

violence and greater losses of income and access to food (Kumar et al., 2021). Even before 2020, 

the prevalence of food insecurity was higher for women than men across all continents (FAO, 

2021).  

Evidence suggests that addressing gender discrimination can significantly benefit women, men, 

and children. Closing the gender gap has been associated with increased national income and 

food production (Santoso et al. 2019). Women’s empowerment and access to credit are strongly 
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correlated with diet quality for children as well as better infant and young child feeding practices 

and women in several studies (Cunningham et al., 2015; Malapit and Quisumbing, 2015). Bonis-

Profumo et al., 2021).  These themes and challenges came up repeatedly in the consultation 

process and demonstrate why addressing gender-based discrimination is a critical step to 

achieving food system transformation.  

How to define equitable food systems  

Given the large body of evidence that illustrates the harms of gender discrimination in food 

systems and the potential benefits of addressing these challenges, it would seem imperative that 

food systems actors work together to create food systems that are just, transformative, and 

equitable in regard to gender. However, to underpin such cooperative efforts, the GLC needed to 

establish a clear vision of such food systems. Toward this end, it relied on the vast literature, 

which presents ample evidence that efforts towards women’s empowerment can only be effective 

when giving due consideration to the diverse roles that women play in food systems and their 

communities more broadly as producers, entrepreneurs, leaders, caretakers, and consumers. 

While the benefits of empowerment are well noted, women sometimes face important tradeoffs. 

In some cases, increased participation in agriculture can place a heavy burden on women who are 

also expected to fulfill other duties leading to worse nutrition and overall wellbeing (Quisumbing 

et al., 2021). A holistic approach needs to account for individual needs and aspirations along 

with the need for broader change in gender norms within households and communities. These 

challenges illustrate why men and boys must also be included as stakeholders in fostering and 

maintaining equity. Another critical consideration is how women’s control over resources can 

influence their decision-making power. Facilitating ownership of productive assets can empower 

women to negotiate their relationships and roles in society. Finally, gender just, transformative, 
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and equitable food systems must be intersectional, accounting for the ways that women’s 

multiple identities can compound their marginalization. For example, indigenous women may 

face multiple barriers to empowerment in food systems stemming both from discrimination 

against their identity as women and indigenous people.   

These considerations were identified by the GLC leadership team based on existing research and 

expertise. They were then utilized to establish a definition of gender just, transformative, and 

equitable food systems that would serve as common ground on gender issues among 

stakeholders and establish a starting point for discussion about incorporating gender concerns 

into food systems transformation strategies. 

With these considerations in mind, the GLC established the primary components of gender just, 

transformative, and equitable food systems. Such systems would sustainably provide equal 

access to nutritious and healthy foods to all people along with access to resources needed for the 

production, sale, and purchase of food. They would allow men and women to pursue roles, 

responsibilities, and opportunities aligned with their individual capacities, goals, and human 

rights without being limited by gender roles. These food systems would further empower 

individuals, households, countries, and communities to access and adopt climate-resilient and 

sustainable production and consumption practices as well as fair trading practices internationally. 

In sum, the goal is to ensure that food systems transform inclusively with the meaningful 

participation of all people. In this context, equity includes three primary components (i) 

outcomes including economic, social, health, and nutrition factors of well-being, (ii) access to 

productive assets, services, information and legal protection, and (iii) opportunities including 

education, livelihoods, and decision making.  This definition of equitable and just food systems 

was articulated by the GLC in a discussion document that formed the basis for the stakeholder 
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dialogues and the discussions within Action Tracks, aiming to identify “game-changing” 

solutions towards the desired food system transformation.  

Synthesizing the evidence base for food system transformation  

The GLC team with IFPRI scientists worked with the Science Group of the UNFSS to synthesize 

available evidence on gender dimensions of food system functioning. The review found that 

there was strong evidence that women tend to have less access than men to resources, such as 

essential services, knowledge and information, new technologies, land, credit options, time, and 

markets. This inequality in access is most often shaped and reinforced by contextual social 

gender norms. Existing evidence showed that there were research gaps on the context-specific 

pathways linking women’s empowerment to important outcomes, such as nutritional status and 

dietary diversity, noting that these pathways may vary between and within contexts. The review 

found that only few studies examined gender considerations in food systems for women in urban 

areas or aquaculture value chains and even fewer provided concrete evidence on best practices 

and effective pathways for engaging men in the process of women’s empowerment in food 

systems, or addressing issues of migration, crises, or indigenous food systems. An important 

contribution of this review was the development of a conceptual framework for food systems that 

puts gender equality and empowerment of women and girls as its center.  

Through internal discussions, the GLC identified a list of priority areas for action aiming to 

address gender inequalities in food systems. The GLC team initially clustered these issues into 5 

priority action areas, while adding two cross-cutting elements.  

1. Ensuring women’s right to land: Women’s access and control over productive resources, 

such as land, is an important determinant of their economic empowerment in food 
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systems. Ownership rights can help provide women some control over the stability in 

their livelihoods, opportunities to grow their wealth, and power to negotiate their roles in 

their households and communities. Food systems actors need to challenge discriminatory 

cultural attitudes and institutions about ownership at the national and local level (UN 

Women, 2013). Similarly, in many parts of the world, legal frameworks need to be 

improved or better enforced to protect the ownership and tenancy rights of women. 

Policies and interventions to address these concerns must take on an international human 

rights framework ensuring women and men have equal ability to own, use, access, 

transfer, and inherit productive assets. The perception on the part of some participants 

that these issues fell outside of the mandate of the Action Track they were part of formed 

an obstacle to reaching agreements on this issue in the stakeholder dialogues. It revealed 

the risk that critical issues like these might not be addressed, but – at the same time - it 

underlined the importance of the dual strategy employed by the GLC. 

2. Access to technologies, including digital technologies: Technology has great potential to 

make food systems more healthy, sustainable, and productive, but these innovations may 

exacerbate existing inequalities if their dissemination is not inclusive. There is currently a 

significant gender gap in access to technology. This includes lack of access to agricultural 

inputs, farm tools, trading spaces and mobile devices in addition to a lack of women’s 

participation in the ongoing development of new technologies. These differences in 

technology availability result in lower productivity and profitability between men and 

women. Public and private actors can address these concerns by focusing research and 

development funding on projects that include and benefit women. Distribution of existing 
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technologies and extension services should look for opportunities to engage more with 

women and monitor gender inclusion indicators in their activities.  

3. Addressing women’s unpaid care and agricultural labor burden: Women often take on a 

disproportionate amount of unpaid care work. While such efforts are extremely 

important, they are often overlooked and undervalued. Even when women are able to 

participate in paid labor, they are sometimes expected to complete long hours of care 

work in addition to their paid activities. This burden can be extremely detrimental to the 

health, nutrition, and wellbeing of women. Interventions to improve working conditions 

and compensation for women should be based on the tenets of Recognition, Reduction, 

and Redistribution. Specifically, women’s unpaid work should be recognized through 

greater research into women’s time use and incorporation of this theme into policy 

discussions. Their unpaid work burden can be reduced by providing greater access to 

resources and services such as paid childcare. Similarly, such resource redistribution 

tends to change the gender dynamics within households, encouraging men and boys to 

carry a greater share of unpaid work while allowing women to take on paid work.  

4. Economic empowerment of women in food systems: Women already make important 

contributions at all levels of food systems, but they are often undercompensated, 

exploited, and excluded from positions of power. Some of the major contributors to 

women’s economic exclusion include limited social networks, lack of infrastructure, 

exclusion from credit, technology, and training, laws restricting women’s access to 

resources and harmful gender norms (Peters et al. 2019). Husbands are legally able to 

prevent their wives from working in 18 countries (WEF, 2020). Women are also 

prevented from opening bank accounts or attaining credit in 72 countries. Many 
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interventions have been implemented by governments, NGOs, and the private sector to 

address these issues, such as government funds to support women entrepreneurs, 

diversifying supplier bases in the private sector to support women owned and operated 

businesses, and civil society groups organizing women’s cooperatives. While these 

efforts are effective, new approaches and bold action are needed to create a fundamental 

shift in economic power structures. 

5. Women’s voice, decision making and leadership in food systems: Women are often 

excluded from decision-making processes in food systems, which results in decisions that 

do not reflect their best interests. It is crucial that the perspectives of women, as key food 

systems actors across the private and public sector, are represented in leadership 

positions. Inclusion can be achieved by strengthening social movements, cooperatives, 

business networks, labor unions, and other organizations that represent women. Public, 

private, and civil society organizations must make a concerted effort to place women in 

positions of power and accountability mechanisms should be expanded to monitor 

progress toward shared leadership. 

In addition to these five priority areas, the GLC consultations identified two cross-cutting themes 

for gender just, transformative, and equitable food systems. The first is a need to change gender 

norms and address institutional barriers to women’s empowerment. Currently, these norms are 

the root cause of gender discrimination limiting women and girl’s access to resources, 

opportunities, and basic rights. They also sustain gender-based violence (GBV), which is 

extremely detrimental to the well-being of women and constrains their agency in food systems. 

The second cross cutting theme is the need for gender responsive agriculture and food systems 

policies. Policy makers must recognize that gender is integral to food systems and that gender 
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equality compliments and often facilitates other food systems goals. The consultations 

demonstrated that policy makers recognize the need for these changes to food systems, but that 

these perspectives are not always incorporated in practice. For each of the priority areas, several 

specific bold actions were proposed by the GLC team. These are summarized in Table 1. 

TABLE 1. Proposed Actions from the Gender Lever  

Priority area Examples of Bold Actions 

1. Women’s 

land rights 

i. Support to the implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines on the 

Responsible Governance of Tenure of Lands, Fisheries and Forests  

ii. Global women’s movement to advocate for women’s rights to land 

formed through strategic alliances. 

iii. Ensure international convention and treaty obligations related to 

gender and food systems are enshrined in national legal frameworks.  

iv. Remove barriers to women’s ownership of and control over assets 

through rights-based approaches.  

v. Develop or reform land tenure and ownership legislation to ensure 

that women’s rights are upheld, and voluntary guidelines promoted 

2. Economic 

empowermen

t of women 

in food 

systems 

i. Transformative finance (design, delivery and assessment of impact) 

and leveraging different forms of finance in support women in the 

food system.  

ii. Gender standards that include workplace dignity for women, equal 

pay etc with monitoring and accountability mechanisms for private 

sector companies in the food system   

iii. Improve women-focused value chain financing in food systems.  

iv. Guaranteed living wage (including provisions for social protection) 

for small-scale women farmers, livestock keepers, fisherfolk and 

other workers in food systems. 

 

3. Addressing 

women’s 

unpaid care 

and 

agricultural 

work burden 

i. Reform and resource research, extension and advisory services to 

ensure that they are responsive and accountable to the needs and 

interests of women and men. 

ii. Include time use data and energy expenditure in national statistics.  

iii. Adoption of gender transformative human-centered design 

approaches  

iv. Develop policy (including macro-economic policy) that aims to 

recognize, reduce, and redistribute unpaid care work.  

v. Ensure standards for paid care provision, childcare services and the 

redistribution of care work for women in across the food system.  
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vi. Enact legislation to ensure access to transport, safe employment, 

decent wages, care services and other public services for women. 

 

4. Women’s 

voice, 

decision 

making and 

leadership in 

food systems 

i. Strengthen and fund women’s social movements and organizations 

to engage at different levels of food systems.  

ii. Take affirmative action at organizational, policy and legislative 

levels to promote women’s leadership. 

iii. Develop a collaborative and accountability mechanism for women’s 

leadership and representation in decision making levels.  

iv. Increase to 50% the number of women researchers in food security 

and nutrition and establish national-level research, knowledge and 

learning platforms on gender equality.  

v. Strengthen women’s knowledge and voice as educated consumers to 

counteract the movement for processed foods and to advocate for 

easily available, healthy and sustainably produced food. 

 

5. Access to 

technologies, 

including 

digital 

technologies 

i. Ensure technology testing and scale out engages women and is based 

on analysis of the differential needs of women and men in food 

systems.  

ii. Support and develop national research capacity and invest in 

research and development (of technologies) for, with and by women, 

particularly indigenous women who face higher compound 

discrimination. 

iii. Commit to close the digital gender gap including addressing the 

gender and social norms around women’s asset ownership and 

decision making. 

iv. Increase the availability of locally relevant digital platforms catering 

to women and building their digital skills; availing women-oriented 

and relevant content. 

v. Innovative business models that make it easier for women to access 

and use technologies.  

vi. Strengthen and finance a gender responsive extension system with 

50% of women  

Cross-cutting 

issues 

Examples of Bold Actions 

Changing norms 

and addressing 

institutional 

barriers 

i. Apply tools for critical reflection, dialogue and action on restrictive 

gender and social norms.  

ii. Mandate the capture and analysis of sex- and age-related and 

differential vulnerability data and develop and collect data on GBV 

in food systems programming.  

iii. Build capacity for the use of gender markers, or gender inclusion 

score cards in the design and implementation of food system 

activities.  
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iv. Support social and women’s rights movements/men engage 

alliances/influential leaders and gatekeepers to advocate for gender 

more equitable norms. 

v. Introduce mechanisms for GBV risk mitigation to prevent sexual 

harassment, abuse and exploitation, across the food system.  

 

Gender 

responsive 

agricultural and 

food systems 

policies 

i. Establish multi-stakeholder task forces to carry out national 

assessments of food policies and develop model policies that 

promote just and equitable food systems. 

 

ii. Translate gender transformative food policies into action plans with 

clear indicators and targets and a score card for ensuring 

accountability by countries. 

 

 

iii. Include gender indicators, targets and budgets in National Food 

Systems Investment Plans with clear financial targets e.g 10% of 

budget going towards gender specific activities. 

 

iv. Build capacities within government, and at local level to implement 

gender transformative food policies and to facilitate gender and 

social change. 

 

 

There was broad consensus within the GLC and among stakeholders around these priority areas, 

cross-cutting issues, and bold actions. During the consultation process, all the Action Tracks also 

expressed support for incorporating action toward gender equality into their proposed solutions. 

One primary challenge for the GLC was fostering ownership of these priorities amongst the 

Action Tracks. The cross-cutting nature of gender issues meant that it was not always clear in the 

consultation which priorities aligned best with each Action Track. For the development of 

national pathways, another challenge faced by the GLC was establishing a link between global 

and local processes around gender. National representatives expressed agreement for the need to 

incorporate gender into their national pathways but lacked a framework for operationalizing the 

goals laid out by the GLC and Action Tracks. Therefore, much of the value added by the GLC 
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came from advocating for and guiding the operationalization of gender solutions, which will be 

discussed further in the following section.  

2.3 Follow Up of the Gender Lever  

To advance the solutions proposed in the consultation process, the GLC partnered with working 

groups, member states, and organizations supporting women’s empowerment to form the 

“Making Food Systems Work for Women and Girls Coalition for Action”. The primary goals of 

this Coalition are to provide support to countries implementing actions on gender in food 

systems, coordinate these actions across multiple stakeholders, advocate for policy change, and 

increase accountability related to gender equality efforts. The first task for the group was to 

prioritize key actions from the cluster of issues from the dialogues and stakeholder engagement 

process. Key priorities for the Coalition are; 

1. Supporting countries to develop and implement national gender responsive food systems 

policies  

2. Promoting equity and inclusion in food systems organizations /institutions (Global Food 

5050) 

3. Mobilizing a gender-transformative finance alliance 

4. Shifting discriminatory gender and social norms through gender-transformative 

approaches 

To narrow down to these priorities, the team considered actions that had potential for global 

impact, where multi-stakeholder partnerships are needed to advance the agenda, and where few 

other organizations were taking leadership.  
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These goals will be accomplished by creating sub-coalitions and working groups to address 

specific projects. These groups will collaborate with stakeholders to develop briefs, reports, and 

other products. They will also advocate for the scaling of successful gender transformation 

strategies and report to the UNFSS Hub on a biennial basis.  

Further work will include an analysis of national food systems transformation pathways to 

identify countries that have an explicit focus and commitment for gender equality and to provide 

these countries with technical and other relevant support to implement these commitments. 

2.4 Impact of the Gender Lever  

The work of the GLC underscored the importance of gender equity in food systems 

transformation and spurred action on gender from national governments. For instance, a 

systematic review of national pathways to food systems transformation for African countries 

reveals some of the outcomes from this process: of the 26 action plans posted on the UNFSS site 

from African countries, 24 mentioned gender issues. Women’s access to land, finance, 

technology, and other resources for improved productivity was a common theme in these plans. 

Proposed solutions in this area included changes in ownership laws and the provision of 

economic development funding for women. Numerous plans also proposed action to create more 

inclusive value chains. Improving access to education, training, and agricultural extensions for 

women and girls were some of the major proposed solutions. Many also incorporated gender 

with actions to meet nutrition goals by better targeting women and girls in social protection, 

school feeding, and healthcare. Action plans also often included mention of creating and 

supporting women’s cooperatives or farmers organizations, which has the potential to improve 

agricultural productivity and nutrition outcomes as well as provide women with political capital 

within their communities. These plans indicate that the GLC has been successful at integrating 
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gender equity concerns into other food systems transformation goals. In the coming years, 

stakeholders must hold one another accountable to these goals and provide support for them to 

be achieved. 

Beyond national commitments, the GLC has also spurred action at the international level. Over 

ten countries, including Canada, France, the US, Finland, and Sweden among others have shown 

interest in joining the Making Food Systems Work for Women and Girls Coalition for Action. 

Numerous non-governmental organizations have also joined including the Rome-based UN 

agencies, SEWA, IFPRI, CARE, RECOTFC, The Micronutrient Initiative, Data 2X, OECD, 

Google, JHU, and the World Bank.  

The GLC team launched the first accountability framework and index for equity and leadership 

in food systems organizations -Global Food 50/50- in collaboration with Global Health 50/50. 

Global Food 50/50 is based on the premise that a combination of gender-responsive 

programming, gender-equitable institutions, and diversity in leadership will lead to more 

effective organizations and more equitable and inclusive food systems. This inaugural 2021 

report reviews the gender- and equity-related policies and practices of 52 global food system 

organizations as they relate to two interlinked dimensions of inequality: inequality of opportunity 

in career pathways inside organizations and inequality in who benefits from the global food 

system. The report shows that organizational commitment to gender equality is high, and that 

over half of the organizations are transparent about their policies for shaping diverse, inclusive, 

and equitable working environments. The data also suggest, however, that rhetoric may be used 

as a substitute for action. Organizational leadership — CEOs and board chairs — remains 

disproportionately male and dominated by European and North American nationals and only 6% 

of CEOs and Board Chairs of these organizations are women from low- and middle-income 
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countries. In the face of multiple global crises, a global food system dominated by individuals 

and institutions in high-income countries forgoes essential talent, knowledge, and expertise, with 

serious implications for progress toward a sustainable and equitable global food system. 

3. THE FINANCIAL LEVER OF CHANGE 

3.1 Process and engagement  

Financial systems should play a central role in transforming food systems to achieve the SDGs. 

The UNFSS established the Finance Lever of Change (FLC) to identify strategies for redirecting 

financial flows toward investments enabling food system transformation. 

The Special Envoy to the Summit invited the World Bank to be the custodian of the FLC. The 

World Bank, in turn, called upon several other organizations, including the International Food 

Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) and the Food and Land Use Coalition (FOLU), to join the 

working group. Over the course of ten months during 2020 and 2021, the FLC held multiple 

dialogues and consultations with all Action Tracks and other stakeholders, organized several 

public events, and prepared the document “Food Finance Architecture: Financing a Healthy, 

Equitable, and Sustainable Food System” (2021) as a formal input to the Summit process. 

Individual members and institutions participating in the FLC also prepared other analyses of 

financial issues, including for the Science Group.  

3.2 Issues addressed by the Finance Lever  

As part of the consultations, the FLC assessed several critical issues as initial steps before 

identifying options for action: (i) how much would it cost to achieve the desired food system 

transformation; (ii) what should be the role of financial systems in covering those costs; and, 
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more specifically, (iii) what should be the role of public financial agencies, including for the 

multilateral development banks and official development assistance mechanisms? 

Estimating the costs of food systems transformation  

A first question raised was how much the desired food system transformation might cost in terms 

of new investments, provision of market incentives, etc. The answer depends on how broadly or 

narrowly the scope of food systems and the objectives of that transformation are defined, 

including which SDGs and climate change goals are considered (see also section 3.3).  Opinions 

may differ as to the “policy boundaries” of food systems transformation and, therefore, the costs 

and financial requirements. Achieving the SDGs in general, and those related to food systems in 

particular, requires broad-based, sustainable, and inclusive economic growth and political 

stability. However, the discussion about the policy and institutional requirements for countries to 

maintain some minimally adequate levels of economic growth, macroeconomic stability, and 

national and international peace were not included as core elements of the agenda of the UNFSS.  

Most of the cost estimates have taken those conditions for granted and focus on different 

components within food systems.5 

A confusing aspect of the discussion on costs is the bewildering variety of numerical estimates, 

due to huge differences in methodological approaches related to, inter alia, the extent of 

inclusion and quantification of the SDGs; the definition of the types of food system externalities 

being considered; the definition of costs (for example, in the case of environmental externalities, 

do the cost refer to those for restoring environmental damage already done, for preventive 

                                                           
5 A long time ago, Abba Lerner cautioned that “an economic transaction is a solved political problem 

.....economics has gained the title Queen of the Social Sciences by choosing solved political problems as 

its domain...” (Abba Lerner, 1972, p. 259).  
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interventions, or do they also consider the cost of no action?); the type of climate change 

mitigation and adaptation interventions being considered; the baseline scenarios (or socio-

economic and climate-change pathways) used to identify needs for action; whether the focus is 

on the entire food system or only the agricultural sector; or whether focus is on change in the 

world at large or just developing countries. Also, the estimation methods varied, including 

regarding units of measurement for valuing the costs (e.g., market prices, imputed values for 

externalities, purchasing power parity dollars, etc.).   

In their contribution to the Scientific Group, members of the FLC focused their costing exercise 

on estimates for achieving different components of SDG2 (mainly hunger reduction; see Díaz-

Bonilla, 2021a), following the studies reported in von Braun et al. (2020). One of those studies 

(Laborde, Parent, and Smaller, 2020) uses household survey data to better target food system 

transformation interventions, which helps to narrow the estimated additional costs and related 

financing needs: some US$33 billion per year (of which US$14 billion would need to be covered 

by international development institutions, and US$19 billion by developing country 

governments). This level of funding would be needed to end hunger for more than 490 million 

people, double the incomes of some 545 million small farmers, and limit greenhouse gas 

emissions for agriculture to the commitments made by those countries under the Paris 

Agreement (as reported by 2020). 

ZEF and FAO (2020) is the other study analyzed in von Braun et al (2020). It uses marginal 

abatement cost curves (MaCC) (usually applied to the economic assessment of climate change 

mitigation options) to quantify the cost-effectiveness of interventions, allowing ranking 

alternative actions towards the reduction of hunger and malnutrition. ZEF and FAO estimate the 

additional investment cost to lift between 800 million and 900 million of people from hunger by 
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2030 at US$40 billion to US$56 billion per year. With an additional budget of US$195 billion 

per year to 2030, the same study estimates that up to 1.2 billion people would avoid facing 

hunger,6 while appropriate use of those resources would also contribute to meeting other SDG 

targets related to nutrition, smallholder incomes, and environmental protection.  

The FLC document also assessed the estimates made by FOLU (2019), which calculates costs 

for the whole world, covering multiple SDGs, not just SDG2. The underlying methodology 

includes model-based scenario analysis and partial-equilibrium estimates of the costs of food 

system transformation defined in terms of ten “critical transitions.”7 The transitions are labeled 

“Healthy Diets” (US$30 billion); “Productive & Regenerative Agriculture” (US$35-40 billion); 

“Protecting & Restoring Nature” (US$45-65 billion); “A Healthy & Productive Ocean”(US$10 

billion); “Diversifying Protein Supply” (US$15-25 billion); “Reducing Food Loss & Waste” 

(US$30 billion); “Local Loops & Linkages” (US$10 billion); “Harnessing the Digital 

Revolution” (US$15 billion); “Stronger Rural Livelihoods” (US$95-110 billion); “Gender & 

Demography” (US$15 billion). FOLU estimates the total additional investment and intervention 

costs of those transitions at between US$300 billion and US$350 billion per year between 2020 

and 2030. 

In addition to the SDG2 targets, the ten critical transitions would further contribute to achieve 

climate objectives, employment, gender equality, health, land and ocean conservation, and 

                                                           
6 This scenario may be relevant because while the projections under business-as-usual assumptions for the 

number of hungry people in 2030 would be a maximum of somewhat more than 900 million (including 

the impact of COVID and under intermediate scenarios of climate change), this does not include the 

possibility of the emergence of new humanitarian, health, or environmental crises. 

7 The transitions include primary production in agriculture and fisheries and a large portion of other 

components of the food system, but not all the actions needed in the processing, transportation, and 

commercialization activities of the whole food system. 
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biodiversity.  The total cost estimate would be equivalent to between 0.34% and 0.4% of global 

GDP (valued at in about US$87 trillion at current prices in 2018-2019). FOLU (2019) further 

calculated that the potential new business opportunities created by the ten transitions could be as 

much as US$4.5 trillion per year.  

The FLC experience shows that without agreement on three basic premises, no fruitful 

discussion on financing strategies is possible. The underlying questions related to these premises 

include: 

 What are the main problems related to the food systems that need to be addressed, and 

how important are they quantitatively? 

 What type of interventions with its costs and operational approaches are needed to 

address the problems identified?  

 What would be the metrics that indicate that the problem has been “solved” (the 

objectives of the transformation) and how they are collected and monitored?    

These questions were discussed from multiple angles central to the stakeholder dialogues, as 

discussed in section 3.3 below. The FLC first tried to clarify the contours of two additional issues 

to frame the discussions with stakeholders: how to understand the role of finance in food systems 

and, more specifically, what roles for public international and national funding sources.    

The role of finance in food systems transformation  

Assessing the initial proposals of the Action Tracks and those proposed during the dialogues also 

revealed diverging views and understanding of “finance”.  Some understood as merely financial 

investments in capital markets and seeing opportunities for directing investors to supporting 

disruptive technologies or net-zero carbon approaches. Other mainly thought of roles for 
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commercial and public development banks, while yet others merely focused on official 

development assistance or national government budgets.  IFPRI’s approach, adopted by the FLC, 

instead, takes a broad view of financing arrangements to facilitate food system transformation, 

using the flow-of-funds framework laid out in Díaz-Bonilla, Swinnen, and Vos (2021). As shown 

in Figure 2, they distinguish six types of flows. Two are “internal” to food systems: food-related 

expenditures by consumers and which, in turn, generate the sales/revenues of operators in 

agrifood value chains. Four are “external” to food systems: international development flows 

(concessional and non-concessional loans, grants, and donations); public budgets (expenditures 

and revenues); banking systems; and capital markets.    

FIGURE 2:Flow of Funds for Food Systems 

Source: Diaz-Bonilla, Swinnen, and Vos 2021. 

Considering this flow of funds, several questions needed to be addressed: (1) what is the current 

size of the relevant financial flows?; (2) how do they compare with the estimated costs for the 

transformation of food systems?; (3) are the different uses within the financial flows currently 

supporting activities that are conducive, detrimental, or neutral with respect to the desired 
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objectives?; and (4) how to steer those flows in support of scaling the investments and 

interventions needed to achieve sustainable food system transformation (in accordance with the 

SDGs and Paris Agreement)? Hence, the tasks at hand were to identify, promote and scale up the 

“good” uses of each of the funding sources for such transformation while discouraging “bad” 

uses.   

Following further assessment and dialogues with stakeholders, the FLC decided against trying to 

quantify required levels for each type of funding. Instead, it focused on ways to steer existing 

and new financial resources towards the “good” uses. As a key outcome, the FLC identified five 

financial “imperatives,” focusing on investment decisions and incentives to encourage food 

system transformation. These “imperatives” are detailed further in section 3.4 below. We first 

describe some of the key issues discussed to arrive at these.  

Increasing international development finance and national fiscal resources for food system 

transformation 

Overall, international development funds currently going to agriculture and food systems, 

climate change action, and related uses are small compared with assessed needs. Therefore, one 

of the topics discussed was how to use existing funds more strategically to leverage and mobilize 

the vast liquidity in global private capital markets. Examples of such usage include mechanisms 

of blended and parallel financing; guarantees to de-risk agri-food investment projects; social or 

environment-themed bonds that can mobilize private investments addressing broad planetary and 

developmental objectives; and leveraging the International Monetary Fund’s latest issuance of 

Special Drawing Rights (SDRs) for development finance purposes (on the latter see Díaz-Bonilla 

2021a and 2021b, and von Braun and Díaz-Bonilla, 2021). 
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Other analyses focused on the need to improve the allocation of public budgets for the 

transformation of food systems. Part of the discussion centered on the repurposing of the 

agricultural support governments currently provide, totaling around US$800 billion per year 

worldwide (OECD 2022). Current support includes a range of subsidies and market price support 

measures implying both direct and implicit transfers to producers and/or consumers. More than 

70% of this support is linked to either production levels or input use and is generally considered 

“harmful” for distorting markets and supporting unsustainable production practices (OECD 

2021, 2022). Also, much support is for basic staple crop production seen to contribute to limited 

diversification of supply and keeping up the relative cost of healthy diets (Gautam et al., 2022; 

Laborde et al., 2020, 2021; FAO, UNDP, & UNEP 2021). Studies show there is much scope for 

repurposing this support for more R&D in productivity-enhancing and greenhouse gas-reducing 

technologies, incentives for the adoption of those technologies with the potential of greatly 

contributing to climate change mitigation and adaptation, improving welfare of farmers, reducing 

poverty, improving food security, and reducing the cost of a healthy diet for all (Gautam et al. 

2022; Vos, Martin & Resnick 2022). Reorienting market incentives in agri-food markets this 

way would moreover help crowd-in more investment finance to support a sustainable transition. 

Governments also spend large sums of public money on subsidies on fossil fuels, which should 

be phased out to contribute to reducing GHG emissions (Parry, Black, & Vernon, 2021). More 

generally, there are many public expenditures that are relevant (positively or negatively) for the 

desired transformation of food systems, such as social safety nets including incomes, food and 

nutrition assistance (see some quantification and discussion in Díaz-Bonilla, 2021a). Therefore, 

broad public expenditure reviews, with a food-systemwide focus, are needed to help reprioritize 

budget allocations and improve targeting of expenditures in line with sustainable development 
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objectives. Should this be insufficient, more public revenues would need to be mobilized, 

requiring reviews of options to broaden the tax base without affecting incentives to food system 

transformation (Díaz-Bonilla 2021a; Díaz-Bonilla & Echeverría, 2022). 

3.3 Main debates in the Finance Lever Consultation Process  

The process of dialogue and consultations of the FLC involved broad-ranging discussions but 

centered on the key premises and questions raised in section 3.2 above.  

What do we mean by “food system transformation”? 

The literature offers multiple definitions of food system transformation8 and similarly, during the 

FLC consultations a multitude of views were voiced about what should comprise such a 

transformation. Many participants focused on the aspects related to primary agricultural 

production, while others discussed landscapes or the territorial aspects of rural development. Yet 

others concentrated on downstream activities in food processing, trade and distribution, while 

further proposals focused on influencing food demand and dietary choices.  

The desired outcomes of such a transformation were also subject to debate. Broadly, there was 

agreement among participants that, food system transformation should be driven by (i) nutrition 

and health-related objectives; (ii) dynamic but competitive and diverse market forces and a 

private sector able to generate decent employment and share returns in a socially inclusive 

manner; (iii) productive and efficient use of scarce resources; and (iv) incentives for 

environmentally sustainable, climate-resilient and nature and biodiversity positive production 

and natural resource management. It was further acknowledged that these qualitative objectives 

                                                           
8 A discussion of the various definitions can be found in von Braun, Afsana, Fresco, et al. (2021). 
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would require quantification in order to serve policy decision making. Specifically, it was 

emphasized that such quantification would be needed to enable identification of the cost of 

interventions, the related financing needs, as well as of the expected social benefits and potential 

trade-offs. Clearly, the main objectives as defined above are consistent with the SDGs, 

particularly SDG2, which commits all countries to “end hunger, achieve food security and 

improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture” by the year 2030.  

However, food systems have implication for many other SDGS and for the climate objectives of 

the UN Framework Convention for Climate Change (UNFCCC).  For instance, in the case of 

climate change, Article 2, paragraph 1a of the Paris Agreement commits countries to “holding 

the increase in the global average temperature to well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels and 

pursuing efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels…” 

Therefore, the cost associated with proposals for interventions targeting one or the other 

temperature increase likely will differ starkly.9   

The dialogues also stressed the need for prioritization and proper sequencing of interventions to 

achieve the desired food system transformation.  Unsurprisingly, stakeholders held different 

views about the hierarchy of actions to be undertaken and how to weigh possible trade-offs 

between different food system objectives such actions might generate. Participants from 

developing countries tended to wanting to prioritize employment, poverty reduction, and food 

security objectives, while those from developed countries appeared to give greater importance to 

                                                           
9 It is also important the link of the quantitative estimates across SDGs. For instance, SDG2 has been 

defined in different ways from zero hunger to some percentage that is supposed to reflect an unavoidable 

-minimum level of people suffering from hunger. But one of the targets in SDG1 is to eliminate extreme 

poverty. Since the extreme poverty line is supposed to be the value of the intake of a minimum of 

calories, then quantitatively, that would imply zero hunger and not some positive minimum value. 
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environmental and biodiversity related objectives, as well as to addressing poor diets and 

overweight and obesity.10 Such differences in priority setting are also reflected in the outlines of 

national plans presented by individual countries for the transformation of food systems (more on 

this in section 4). 

What is “the true cost of food”? 

The consultations of the FLC group also addressed the controversy around “the true cost of 

food.” Food systems generate negative externalities, which may not be properly priced (if at all) 

in the cost of production and the cost of food. Depending on the dimensions considered and the 

methodologies utilized, the estimates of the costs associated with the externalities generated by 

food systems range anywhere between US$6 trillion (van Nieuwkoop, 2019)11 and US$12 

trillion per year (FOLU, 2019)12. These figures have been compared by some commentators with 

a total market value of all food produced, since, because of the negative externalities the actual 

economic value of the food sector is less (or even negative) after subtracting these from the 

sector’s market value. Conversely, should the cost of these negative externalities be internalized 

                                                           
10 An exercise during the consultations was to look at documents and compare how many times there 

were references to environment, nature, biodiversity, and so on (including topics such as coral reefs) and 

how many for nutrition, poverty, hunger, health, and similar (including references to women, the youth 

and/or disadvantaged groups).  

11 See van Nieuwkoop (2019) “Do the costs of the global food system outweigh its monetary value?” 

|JUNE 17, 2019. It notes that it may be a conservative estimate accounting only for five “externalities” of 

the current food system: malnutrition, food loss and waste, food safety, land degradation, and the 

greenhouse emissions from current agricultural (non-land related).  

12 As part of the Science Group there was a brief by Hendriks, et al. (2021) that also analyzed the costs of 

current externalities, which were estimated to about US$19.8 trillion (US$7 trillion in environmental 

costs, US$11 trillion in costs to human life, and US$1 trillion in economic costs). 
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in food prices (e.g. through taxes or regulation), the “true cost” of food would be much higher, 

with obvious consequences for the affordability of food for low-income families. 

On the other side of this debate, some argued that also positive externalities should be considered 

when assessing the societal value created by the operation of food systems. Such positive food 

system externalities would include, for instance, higher labor productivity, lower health costs, 

better educational outcomes, and reduced risk of conflict associated with greater food security, 

lower undernourishment, and better nutrition.13 The current food system has allowed the world to 

move from feeding 3 billion persons in the 1960s to feeding almost 8 billion persons today. The 

per capita availability of calories and proteins has increased by 20% to 30% during this period. 

In 2020, real prices of agricultural commodities stood about 15% below their levels of the 1960s. 

Such a feat was accomplished with only a 6% increase in the area of agricultural land (2019 

compared to 1960; data from FAOSTAT). Consequently, in terms of health, malnutrition for lack 

of adequate intake of energy and proteins dropped from the 11th cause of DALYs14 in 1990 

(with a rate of 986 per 100,000 people) to the 40th in 2019 (with a rate of just 197 per 100,000 

people) (IHME, 2019). The benefits of having cut DALYs that much should be significant in 

terms of health and productivity. The final document from the FLC tried to present both costs 

                                                           
13 For instance, the positive contributions of agriculture were emphasized by the message of the Ministers 

of Agriculture of the Americas to the UNFSS (IICA, 2021). This also shows different visions between 

groups directly in agriculture and those more interested in nutrition and the environment, as well as the 

divergence of perspectives between developed and developing countries regarding how to value 

agriculture and food systems. Also, the links between food insecurity and conflict are widely recognized 

(see e.g., FSIN 2022) though more research is needed to better understand this nexus (see e.g., Holleman 

et al., 2017). 

14 The overall burden of disease can be better assessed using the disability-adjusted life year (DALY), a 

measure that combines years of life lost due to premature mortality (YLLs) and years of healthy life lost 

due to disability (YLDs). One DALY represents the loss of the equivalent of one year of full health. 
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and benefits in a nuanced way.15 It should be noted that other, in good part food-related, health 

risks have moved up the list of key determinants of lost disabled life years. According to the 

most recent global burden of disease study (2019), the greatest cumulative impact on health 

comes from the striking rise in metabolic risks (namely overweight/obesity, high blood sugar, 

high blood pressure, and high cholesterol), which accounted for nearly 20% of total health loss 

worldwide in 2019 (Murray et al. 2020). 

Participants agreed on the relevance of proper accounting of the true cost of food but, lacking a 

common, widely accepted approach, the issue was left for further consideration. Consequently, 

the implications for financing food system transformation were not assessed. While related, ‘true 

cost accounting’ is not the same as estimating the cost of interventions and investments for 

sustainable food system transformation. True cost accounting focuses on the cost of externalities, 

which is not the same as the cost of alternative solutions. Of course, if the cost of externalities 

were to be internalized in market prices, incentives to food production and consumption would 

radically change and influence financing needs and flows. Hence, the matter should remain on 

the agenda of the UNFSS follow up.  

What role for banking systems and capital markets?  

During the consultations, special attention was paid to the role of national public development 

banks (PDBs). Especially in Africa and Latin America, many PDBs were dismantled during a 

wave of financial liberalization in the 1990s. PDBs were considered inefficient, fraught with 

                                                           
15 Unfortunately, the Executive Summary referred only to costs, missing the more nuanced wording of the 

main text.  In any case, agreement on the quantitative levels of both costs and benefits will be difficult 

lacking an agreement common methodology. Also, some comparisons may be inadequate if costs are in 

stock values and the economic benefits may be in flows.  



 

33 
 

corruption, and captured by powerful private interests, all of which led to significant fiscal costs. 

Nonetheless, PDBs continue to be of importance in a variety of developing country contexts. 

Given the mixed past performance of PDBs, some participants doubted they should be assigned 

any significant role in the transformation of food systems. Others, in contrast, emphasized the 

significant command of resources that PDBs still possess in many countries, which could be 

leveraged to address failures in financial markets and deal with current underinvestment in the 

development of agriculture, food systems and rural areas. Participants agreed, however, that for 

PDBs to effectively perform such a developmental role, they should overcome their 

shortcomings of the past.  

The FLC also analyzed the need to change how risk is assessed and integrated into financial 

decision-making, given rising risks such as climate change, social unrest, and litigation.  The 

recommendation of the Task Force on Climate Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD),16 if 

implemented fully, would make companies, banks, and investors provide information, in a more 

transparent and uniform way, about financing activities with high GHG emissions. Currently, 

there are no similar mechanisms for disclosure of the other risks mentioned in the FLC (such as 

health and social ones).  

The UNFSS dialogues also discussed ways to overcome the present lack of a robust pipeline of 

investable opportunities (including individual projects, impact investment funds, green bonds, 

and other instruments) with adequate profiles of risk/reward to attract investors, and clear, 

measurable, and monitorable impact objectives. In this regard, there were some proposals on 

                                                           
16 The Financial Stability Board (FSB), established by the G-20 in 2009 to ensure that the financial 

system is resilient to all forms of risks, created the TCFD in 2015, with the mandate of developing a set of 

voluntary disclosure recommendations for publicly listed companies about the climate-related financial 

risks those companies face.  
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investment funds (see below the proposal from Action Track 3), as well as discussions about 

project preparation/incubation/acceleration facilities, perhaps established within the CGIAR, to 

develop such pipeline and link private capital and banks with investable opportunities for small 

farmers and rural populations in social and environmentally relevant activities (see proposals in 

Díaz-Bonilla et al. 2018; and Apampa, et al. 2021). 

Influencing consumer choices and production decisions in food value chains 

Consumer expenditures determine the incomes of food systems operators. As such, consumer 

choices will also be central to determining the shape and scope of the transformation of food 

systems. Therefore, the consultations raised some possible policy interventions related to the 

basic determinants of demand: prices (including taxes and subsidies), incomes (including social 

transfers), social needs (including food aid, social safety nets, school meals, etc.), preferences 

(influenced by education, quality standards and other regulation), and “the food environment” 

(which, may be considered the market, interpreted in broad economic, institutional, and spatial 

terms.17 

Regarding producers and food value chain operators, governments also influence production and 

investment decisions through regulations and controls related to health, nutrition, and food 

quality and safety, but further interventions will be needed to address climate objectives, such as 

stopping deforestation and reducing food loss and waste. 

 

                                                           
17 Some may include urban development and zoning requirements and incentives to avoid "food swamps" 

(i.e. geographical areas where only commercial outlets of non-healthy food are located), "food deserts" 

(i.e. geographical areas where there are no commercial outlets of healthy food); incentives to the 

developing of local circular economies; prohibition of sales of certain foods and beverages in or close to 

schools; and similar measures. 
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3.4 Proposals that emerged from the Finance Lever Consultation and Action Tracks  

As mentioned earlier, the document prepared by the FCL identified five “imperatives”, focusing 

on investment decisions and incentives to leverage and steer finance for food system 

transformation flows (Food Finance Architecture, 2021):  

1. Reshape public support and incentives using subsidies and market mechanisms to redirect 

capital out of unhealthy, destructive assets and towards the support of public goods.  

2. Integrate health, environmental, and social risks into financial decision-making, future-

proofing portfolios by measuring and disclosing food system risks and redirecting 

investments into new business models to mitigate exposure. 

3. Scale fit-for-purpose financial products and business models, mobilizing private capital by 

de-risking and mainstreaming innovative financial instruments and regenerative assets while 

improving access to finance and services for primary producers through new supply chain 

partnerships. 

4. Secure equitable food systems by rebalancing bargaining power, investing in rural 

infrastructure to drive sustainable production and development, and implementing fair prices 

and living wages to ensure access to affordable, healthy diets.  

5. Strengthen food governance and stability as the foundation of the entire food system to build 

physical and financial resilience to shocks. 

The dialogues within the FLC and with the Action Tracks also led to several proposals related to 

financial topics, outlined in Table 2.  

Table 2. UNFSS Financial Proposals 

Action Track 1 Establish a Zero Hunger Fund 
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 Establish a catalytic SME financing facility to transform 

food systems 

 

Action Track 3 

 

200 million US dollars Climate Smart Food Systems 

Impact Investment Fund 

 

Soils Investment Hub 

Action Track 4 

 

Global matching investment fund for small-scale 

producers’ organizations 

 

Invest in the future - making food systems finance 

accessible for rural people 

Public Development Bank Initiative to Catalyze Green 

and Inclusive Food System Investments 

Action Track 5 

Blended financing mechanism to small projects/initiatives 

locally owned by women and youth along agricultural 

value chain in Northern Uganda 

 

Source: Summaries of proposals by UNFSS Action Tracks. 

Several proposals related to adjustments in the operation of banking systems discussed before, 

such as “Establish a catalytic SME financing facility to transform food systems”; “Global 

matching investment fund for small-scale producers’ organizations”; and “Invest in the future—

Making food systems finance accessible for rural people.” In particular, the “Public development 

bank initiative to catalyze green and inclusive food system investments” proposal evolved into a 

coalition (see also below). The proposal “Blended financing mechanism to small 

projects/initiatives locally owned by women and youth along agricultural value chains” referred 

to a particular approach (blended finance).  

The two proposals from Action Track 3 focused more on instruments from capital markets. The 

“$200M Climate Smart Food Systems Impact Investment Fund’ intended to provide long-term 

expansion debt financing to SMEs operating in Asia Pacific, Latin America, and Africa to fund 

climate-smart interventions. Of course, the amounts needed are far larger than that, and the 
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support that small farmers and SMEs in food systems need include more than climate-smart 

interventions.  The idea of creating preparation/incubation/acceleration facilities can help to 

develop larger programs and projects.  

The idea of a dedicated fund to end hunger was presented by Action Track 1 and led to the 

suggestion of creating a Zero Hunger Alliance & Fund, with the specific objective of supporting 

institutionally and financially those countries that want to join a global partnership to end hunger 

(which included the idea of a zero-hunger bond guaranteed by the Special Drawing Rights; see 

Díaz-Bonilla, 2021a). 

3.5 Follow-up on the Financial Lever’s Proposals 

The main follow up is to focus on the two main approaches to operationalize the vision of the 

transformation of food systems: (a) coalitions and (b) national programs (also called 

“pathways”). These are discussed further in section 4. The institutions participating in the FLC 

have also been interacting with the International Fund of Agricultural Development (IFAD).  The 

UN Secretary General designated the Rome-based UN agencies as leads of the UN hub for the 

follow-up to the Summit, with IFAD in the lead to continue the financial work both through the 

coalitions and support to the preparations of the national plans. 

3.6 Impacts of the Finance Lever and related consultations 

Most participants in the dialogues were already keenly aware of the importance of finance in 

transforming food systems. The relevance of the FLC, though, was to help clarify the scope of 

finance as relevant to food systems and provide some guidance to core issues discussed in 

sections 3.2 and 3.3, such as how to approach the calculation of costs of alternative interventions 

and investments for food system transformation and how to assess financing needs and financing 

means covering six types of flows of funds. Finance is also central to the work of some coalitions 
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formed as part of follow up of the UNFSS. At this point, it is too early to assess the true 

influence of the work of the FLC. The way in which the national plans will be designed and 

financed will be a first test (see also next section).  

 

4. LESSONS FROM THE GENDER AND FINANCE LEVERS  

4.1 Potential for progress  

Comparing the experiences of the GLC and the FLC provides some insights into the ongoing 

efforts toward sustainable food systems transformation. Both experiences give some grounds for 

optimism. The FLC made clear that there is ample scope to direct global and national financial 

resources to cover the perceived cost of the desired transformation of food systems. A wide 

range of credible instruments were identified that can be deployed to redirect and leverage 

existing resources and reset market incentives for food production and consumption. Similarly, 

the UNFSS process demonstrated political will to incorporate gender perspectives into food 

systems transformation activities and produced numerous strategies to do so in ways that would 

improve productivity, nutrition, and equity. Many participating governments and other actors 

have made commitments to enact such strategies. The challenge on both scores (finance and 

gender) is how to operationalize those interventions in practice. To that effect, the UNFSS (as 

well as COP26) proposed two mechanisms, as mentioned earlier: the formation of coalitions with 

a thematic focus and the design of integrated national plans for food system transformation 

(labeled “national pathways” at the UNFSS).  

4.2 Coalition building  

The coalitions are meant to support stakeholders working toward transformation and hold them 

accountable to their commitments. In the case of the “Making Food Systems Work for Women 
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and Girls” Coalition, there were already a significant number of similar organizations, alliances, 

and processes taking place in food systems prior to its formation. There were also concerns 

whether gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls should be a separate coalition 

or whether the issues should be embedded /mainstreamed in all other coalitions. While there are 

advantages to a mainstreaming approach, the mainstreaming and the strategic approach are not a 

one-or-the-other choice but rather complement each other. The goal is therefore to mainstream 

gender and the empowerment of women and girls into the other coalitions, the hub and national 

pathways as well as address the strategic priorities identified by the GLC through the Making 

Food Systems Work for Women and Girls Coalition. The coalition must seek to address areas 

that are not yet coordinated or receiving sufficient support for other sources. It can also seek to 

add value by documenting good practices related to the focus areas of different working groups, 

build networks with similar initiatives, and create connections among the private sector, 

researchers, governments, and civil society. The established governance structure has been 

clearly defined to ensure effective leadership and inclusion of stakeholders from all backgrounds. 

Most activity within the coalition will take place in the Coalition Working Groups (CWGs), 

which will develop and implement workplans according to designated priorities. A key challenge 

remains the hosting of the Coalition with all the Rome-based agencies having strong gender 

programs, as well as how to effectively engage other agencies and to support countries as they 

implement their national food systems transformation pathways.  

As noted, in the case of finance, several coalitions were created as part of the follow up activities 

of the UNFSS, such as the “Coalition of Action for Inclusive and Sustainable Food System 



 

40 
 

Finance – The Public Development Banks (PDB) initiative,”18 and the “Good Food Finance 

Network.”19 The institutions that led the FLC continue to interact with those coalitions and with 

IFAD as part of the Rome-based UN coordinating hub. 

However, not all the coalitions that came about as a result of the UNFSS have the same degree of 

institutional backing. In general, to be effective, coalitions must clarify their governance, 

funding, and operational structures and approaches, and those with overlapping topics may need 

to consolidate around common structures. 

4.3 National pathways: design, implementation, and evaluation  

By mid-2022, about 108 countries had prepared written outlines of national pathways for the 

follow up to the UNFSS. Most consist of short documents with qualitative expressions of general 

intentions but providing little detail. These pathways thus are in need of operationalization. The 

UN Secretary-General announced at the UNFSS that the UN resident country coordinators will 

be tasked to coordinate the support by UN organizations around the design and implementation 

of national programs of food systems transformation. Even more important is that the countries 

structure their own multi-stakeholder consultation mechanisms to support the design and 

coordination of their national plans. Countries with weak governance could benefit greatly from 

the establishment of institutional mechanisms at the country level and international support to 

help design, finance, implement and evaluate their national programs. The fiscal constraints 

entailed by the public responses to the COVID-19 pandemic and the recent global food price 

crisis increase the need for these country-based arrangements. In this regard, the work of the 

                                                           
18 https://foodsystems.community/commitment-registry/coalition-of-action-for-inclusive-and-sustainable-food-
system-finance-the-public-development-banks-pdb-initiative/ 
19 https://goodfood.finance/ 
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FLC suggesting different ways to shape and scale up the financial flows needed to support the 

programs and investments for the transformation of food systems should be most helpful during 

the current phase of operationalizing the national pathways.  

5. CONCLUSIONS 

The UNFSS was a critical opportunity to develop plans and catalyze actions towards food system 

transformation. Two central mechanisms of the summit were the Finance and Gender Levers of 

Change. Both mechanisms hosted dialogues, consulted with stakeholders, and helped develop 

actionable solutions that could address ongoing gender discrimination and financial challenges in 

food systems. In some cases, food system stakeholders were very receptive to the solutions 

proposed in the levers and Action Tracks and made commitments to enact them in their activities 

related to food systems. Both levers also established systems and partnerships to follow up with 

actors on progress toward their gender and financial goals, offer technical support, coordinate 

between different transformation activities, and ensure accountability. The UNFSS process has 

provided important insights to guide these efforts moving forward. While solutions have been 

identified and agreed upon, operationalizing these plans will pose challenges. Coalitions 

established in the wake of the UNFSS will need to have inclusive and effective governance 

structures, well-established sources of funding, and clearly delineated roles to effectively 

instigate change. National action plans will need to establish specific and measurable goals, as 

well as define the policies, investments and detailed programs needed to achieve the desired 

transformation of food systems. They must also establish clear incentive frameworks to mobilize 

stakeholders and coordinate effectively within and across national boundaries. The work of the 

Gender and Financial Lever Groups seem to have helped making important steps in that 

direction.  
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This said, the process ahead will be challenging. The follow-up to the UNFSS has, as yet, no 

accountability framework, lacking an agreed outcome document. The commitments to the 

national pathways are voluntary and the coalitions have been formed mainly among like-minded 

stakeholders. Hence, keeping governments accountable and encouraging behavioral change 

among all key market players will be most challenging. Present international and national 

mechanisms for the governance of agriculture and food is fragmented and, to say the least, 

poorly coordinated between the various dimensions of food, land and water systems (see e.g., 

Vos, 2015). In this regard, the process of the UNFSS could be seen as a social experiment born 

as a necessity, given these challenges and governance shortcomings. The national pathways, if 

building on continued broad stakeholder consultations, could well serve to overcome some of the 

fragmentation in the policy and regulatory environments for food systems. The coalitions might 

prove the basis for new social contracts around food system transformation. Strong will and 

activism will be needed, however, to make this still gigantic leap for mankind. 
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