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The International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems (IPES-Food) welcomes the
publication of the High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE) report
on agroecology, and the beginning of a process towards policy convergence. IPES-Food
hopes that this process will deliver action-oriented policy recommendations in support of
agroecology, guided by international frameworks, while recognising the importance of tailoring policies to the national, regional, and subregional levels.
The HLPE report rightly acknowledges that profound transformation is needed to achieve
sustainable food systems (SFS) that enhance food security and nutrition (FSN). However,
IPES-Food wishes to express concern over a deﬁnition and application of agroecology that
may be reduced or equated to stand-alone technologies. Although IPES-Food agrees that
there is no one-size-ﬁts-all solution, a growing body of evidence is demonstrating agroecology’s capacity to address food system challenges in their entirety.1
IPES-Food underlines that agroecology represents a cohesive and systemic approach,
founded on a set of guiding principles for redesigning food and farming systems. IPES-Food
underlines the unique potential for diversiﬁed agroecological systems2 to succeed where
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current systems are failing, namely in reconciling concerns such as food security, ecosystems protection, climate change, nutritional adequacy, and social equity, thus successfully
sparking food system transformation. Agroecology should not, therefore, be compared to
stand-alone technologies, techniques, or innovations (e.g. crop breeding advances; speciﬁc
forms of integrated pest management; input reduction techniques) which may help to reduce some of the environmental and social impacts of agroecosystems, but are generally
applied as part of predominantly industrial systems, i.e. focused on monocultures and the
production of uniform commodities for distant markets. In other words, speciﬁc technologies only partially mitigate, and do not reverse, the severe social and environmental impacts of the industrial agricultural systems which brought us to the crossroads we face today.
The added value of agroecology is to oﬀer an alternative paradigm – one in which system
redesign and diversiﬁcation are prerequisites, and changes in knowledge transmission, participation, and power relations are as important as shifts in farming practices. Speciﬁc
technologies and innovations (social and technological) must thus be considered as part of
agroecological systems, not as alternatives to them.
1. Do you think that the recommendations in the HLPE report accurately reﬂect the
ﬁndings of the report?
• Reassessing the relevance of agroecology. The recommendations should more ﬁrmly
underline and prioritise agroecology as a transformative paradigm for achieving SFS that
ensure FNS for all, including its potential to mitigate and adapt to climate change, and not
as an innovation amongst others. This comes out clearly from the analysis of the report,
but it is not adequately reﬂected in the recommendations. IPES-Food therefore suggests
that i) the recommendations consider speciﬁc innovative approaches, practices, and
technologies for their potential within and compatibility with agroecological systems, in
line with the 10 Elements of Agroecology identiﬁed by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO); ii) ‘agroecological approaches’ be used only to refer to
systemic approaches (i.e. as a synonym for ‘agroecology’) and not referring to itemized
practices; and that iii) innovations are prioritised according to their documented potential
to achieve SFS that ensure FSN for all.
• Shifting public support towards diversiﬁed agroecological production systems.
There needs to be a meaningful quantitative and qualitative shift towards agroecology in
the public policies aﬀecting agriculture, land and resource management. By deﬁnition,
the 'transformation' referred to in the report requires a clear change in the direction of
travel. Partial redistribution of public subsidies and support to agroecology will not be
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commensurate to this goal. Current industrial production models do not only compete
with agroecology, but also undermine it (by undercutting prices, capturing markets, and
depleting the resources available for sustainable forms of production). Under these circumstances, agroecology cannot reach its full potential and its performance cannot be
fully assessed and recognized. The logical conclusion of the HLPE report is that public
support must be entirely redirected to agroecology in the medium term; at a minimum,
agricultural subsidies should be shifted away from unconditional payments and reserved
for practices that clearly provide public goods. This should be clearly stated (e.g. rephrasing and reinforcing recommendation 2.a.i), alongside guidance for sequencing the shift
over time with clear targets for the short-, medium-, and long-term. facilitating access to
land for young farmers who want to start farming in a sustainable way
• Shifting agricultural research and development funds towards agroecology. Public
and private investment in agroecological research and development have been very limited. The report recommends (3.a) increasing investments in public and private research,
and developing support programmes, for agroecological and other innovative approaches. IPES-Food suggests making this recommendation more precise by proposing a framework for ensuring that research and investment programmes are aligned with the FAO 10
Elements of Agroecology.
• Strengthening agency, building new forms of stakeholder engagement and governance, and empowering marginalised groups. The report rightly acknowledges that
supporting inclusive and democratic decision-making processes is key to achieve food
system transformation. Recommendation 4 must be strengthened by pointing to best
practices in existing policies. Recommendations should also include: i); enhancing producer-consumer relationships by promoting short food supply chains (in various forms);
ii) supporting farmer-to-farmer knowledge sharing networks; iii) providing opportunities
for the co-creation of agroecological knowledge between scientists and farmers; and iv)
building new community-led governance structures.
• Using public procurement to support local agroecological producers. The report
rightly points to public procurement policies as a way to support transition towards SFS.
Recommendations in this regard (2.b.iii) should be more detailed. Governments should
support and promote short food supply chains in order to make them a viable, accessible,
and aﬀordable alternative to mass retail outlets, e.g. by repurposing urban infrastructure
in favour of farmers’ markets. More attention should also be paid to the role of informal
markets. Meanwhile, public procurement should be used with increasing ambition in order to ensure sales outlets for diversiﬁed agroecological farms, while providing fresh, nutritious food and diversiﬁed diets for the users of public canteens, particularly schoolchildren.
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• Developing new indicators for sustainable food systems. The report rightly underlines
the importance of developing new metrics to assess environmental, social, and economic
impacts across the whole food systems. The beneﬁts of diversiﬁed agroecological farming are still systematically undervalued by the criteria typically used to measure agricultural performance. It is therefore essential to adopt and systematically refer to a broader
range of indicators, covering long-term ecosystem health; total resource ﬂows; sustainable interactions between agriculture and the wider economy; the sustainability of outputs; food security, nutrition, and health outcomes; livelihood resilience; ecological footprint; and the economic viability of farms with respect to debt, climate shocks, inter alia.3
The FAO should provide guidelines to governments to assess the sustainability of food
systems using a holistic lens (expand the scope of recommendations 1.b and 5).
• Putting trade in the service of SFS transition. The issue of trade is only partially addressed in the recommendations, though trade policies play a key role in locking in current food systems. IPES-Food suggests expanding recommendation 4.b by specifying the
following actions: i) removing trade-distorting agricultural incentives; ii) strengthening
sustainability clauses in trade agreements and making food importers accountable for
ensuring their supply chains are free of deforestation, land grabs, and rights violations
(‘due diligence’); iii) removing investor protections (‘ISDS’) in trade agreements and providing accessible complaints mechanisms for farmers and civil society.
• Developing integrated food policies at multiple levels. A transition towards SFS will
not happen fast enough if policy processes are constrained by compartmentalized approaches and short-term thinking. It is therefore crucial to build on the promising examples of joined-up policy-making for food systems. Long-term, cross-party, inter-ministerial
planning around food systems – reaching across political boundaries and transcending
electoral cycles – should therefore be supported. Crucially, integrated food systems planning must be based on broad participation, bringing together the various constituencies
and groups with a stake in food systems reform. At the global level, the Committee on
World Food Security (CFS), as the foremost inclusive, intergovernmental policy space on
food system issues, should advocate for coherent integrated food policies4 and contribute to strengthening diversiﬁed agroecological food systems.
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2. Do you think that major problems are missing from the HLPE recommendations?
• Addressing concentration of power in the food chain. The report rightly raises a number of serious concerns related to corporate concentration, intellectual property rights,
digital agriculture, and Big Data. It recognizes increased corporate concentration in the
input and retail sectors, and acknowledges that excessive industry inﬂuence acts as a
barrier to food systems transformation. A report published by IPES-Food in 20175 also
expressed concern over the negative impacts of corporate concentration on food systems, highlighting that. Big Data, and the rush to control multiple stages of the food value
chain, is driving the latest round of corporate mergers. As a social movement, agroecology has voiced serious concerns on this issue with the aim to reduce corporate concentration. These concerns are not, however, taken up in the HLPE recommendations. While the
HLPE report mentions a proposal to establish a global observatory on gene editing, it falls
short of actually recommending this. IPES-Food recommends tackling corporate concentration in an integrated and robust fashion, by i) establishing new global governance
structures to regulate concentration; ii) taking steps to reform the scope of antitrust rules
and ensure their eﬀective usage; iii) developing comprehensive metrics to assess concentration; iv) developing a new knowledge and innovation paradigm that recognizes the
need for diversity, accessibility, and local-applicability of new technologies; and v) adopting a new economic paradigm to underpin sustainable supply chains and sustainable
food systems. The ﬁrst three recommendations are expanded on below:
• Establishing new global governance structure. IPES-Food recognises that Mergers and Acquisitions (M&As) are often pursued to ensure control of new technologies. A ﬁrst step to address concentration at the global level could involve undertaking a collaborative assessment of its impacts on food systems. Various intergovernmental bodies should work together to monitor the impacts of increased concentration at various levels.6 Meanwhile, national competition authorities should,
when relevant, seek the advice and expertise of other government departments.
This could include consulting relevant bodies to carefully scrutinize the justiﬁcation
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used to approve M&As, e.g. the assertion that industrial food systems and a consolidated agri-food sector delivers ‘cheap food’. Advocacy and civil society groups must
also be encouraged to consider concentration in their local, regional, and global
contexts. To support these processes, IPES-Food recommends the development of a
United Nations (UN) Treaty on competition that directly addresses the diﬀering
needs and concerns of all member states. To this end, the recent work at the UN
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) in presenting a Model Law on
Competition Policy and the Set of Multilaterally Agreed Equitable Control of Restrictive Business Practices should be noted; although these are only templates for governments, they could provide a basis for developing a global treaty. In light of the
apprehension of many governments in the global South for the World Trade Organization (WTO) to tackle international competition policy, any international treaty
would have to ensure that all countries are given equal weight in the process.
• Reforming anti-trust legislation. Anti-trust legislation must be expanded to include consideration of M&As’ impacts on production and processing, and not only
on a limited understanding of consumer welfare. The possibility to regulate antitrust activities of a foreign company operating in another market should also be
considered.
• Developing comprehensive metrics to assess concentration. The recommendation to develop metrics for SFS (see above) could include metrics on corporate concentration and control of data. Relevant indicators of concentration in various agrifood sectors need to be established, taking into account the risks of concentration
of power and political inﬂuence. Widely accepted indices such as the HerﬁndahlHirschman index (HHI) or the 4-ﬁrm concentration ratio (CR4) may not be appropriate to capture risks in food systems, and are unable to measure the more complex
facets of concentration (e.g. cross-licensing agreements, vertical integration). More
sophisticated and cross-cutting indicators of concentration could pave the way for
regulatory agencies to address the risks of speciﬁc forms of vertical integration.
• Protecting genetic resources. Recommendation 2.a.iii on genetic resources is an important and relevant recommendation. To further the applicability of this recommendation at
the national level, a wide array of policies supporting farmers’ rights to their own seed
systems already exist, and should be used as a basis to develop even more precise recommendations. Of particular importance would be the urgent need to address the impacts of policies and laws on intellectual property that are incompatible with, or that undermine, farmers’ rights as elaborated in the International Treaty on the Rights of Peasants and Other People Working in Rural Areas.
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3. Can you give examples of policies related to agroecological systems and other innovation systems for sustainable food systems that ensure food security and nutrition? How were these policies formulated and what was their impact?
Spreading agroecology requires an appropriate policy environment that is able to break the
lock-ins keeping industrial food systems in place.7 This can be better achieved by developing policy frameworks that bring together the various sectoral policies that aﬀect food production, processing, distribution, and consumption - refocusing all actions on the transition
to sustainability.
IPES-Food recommends the adoption of policy reforms that are overarching and integrated
as the best way to ensure a successful transition to agroecology.
Several cross-cutting food policy frameworks in various stages of development, adoption, and implementation have been developed in recent years. These frameworks provide
positive examples of the types of policy environment needed for a successful agroecological transition, and thus the realisation of SFS that enhance FSN.
• Examples of cross-cutting food policies include:
• IPES-Food’s "Common Food Policy” blueprint for the EU8 provides an example of an
integrated food policy proposal that includes agroecology as a key pillar of SFS transition. In 2019, the European Commission has announced the launch of a "Farm to
Fork Strategy", inspired in part by this approach.9
• The French Bill on the Future of Agriculture, Food, and Forestry provides unprecedented support for agrocecology as a pillar of French agricultural policy. The law
covers many aspects of the legal framework needed to promote agroecology (e.g.
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education and research, development of plant protection alternatives, restrictions
on the use of antibiotics in livestock farming, environmental compensation, acknowledgment of the ecological role of forests, public procurement and territorial
food system initiatives).
• Examples of comprehensive organic action plans include:
• Denmark’s Organic Action Plan identiﬁes the role of the public sector as a key driver
of transition. The Plan suggests converting publicly owned land from conventional
to organic production; using public procurement as a leverage point to support the
transition and improve FSN; facilitating public education campaigns to improve citizen awareness and choice for more sustainable diets; and ensuring research programmes support the transition towards sustainable practices. This multi-level approach has proven to be eﬀective in guiding Denmark's transition towards SFS.
• The Indian State of Sikkim is the ﬁrst fully organic certiﬁed state. The state’s comprehensive policy approach accounts for the socioeconomic aspects of transition
(e.g. improving market access, ensuring safe, healthy, and diverse foods for consumers), as well as provisions for culture, health, education, rural development, and
sustainable tourism. Most notably, the policy put in place a phase out of chemical
fertilisers and pesticides as well as a state-wide ban on the sale and use of chemical
pesticides.
• Examples of agroecology-focused agri-development policies include:
• In Senegal, following a strategic dialogue between the Alliance for Agroecology in
West Africa (3AO), local civil society organisations, and Senegalese authorities, the
Prime Minister of Senegal put forward a recommendation to the Ministry of Agriculture to embrace agroecological transition and include agroecology in the PRACAS 2
during the inter-ministerial council of April 2019. A number of local actors, including
Senegalese members of 3AO, will be collectively drafting a strategic document outlining how public policies framed by a national strategy could better support agroecology. This document will be submitted to President Sall in early January 2020 during the "Journées Nationales de l’Agroécologie”.10
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4. Are there any other thoughts that you think should be taken into account by the
CFS as part of this policy convergence process?
• Clarity on the articulation between FAO’s 10 Elements of Agroecology and the HLPE
set of 13 principles. The HLPE report developed 13 principles of agroecology, building on
the 10 Elements identiﬁed by FAO through regional dialogues and an extensive literature
review. The 13 principles are categorized by their ability to improve resource eﬃ ciency,
strengthen resilience, and secure social equity and responsibility.

In some cases, the

principles are a subdivision one of FAO's 10 Elements (e.g. "diversity" is subdivided into
biodiversity and economic diversiﬁcation). In others, the principles clarify or expand on
one of the Elements (e.g. expanding "human and social values" to include fairness and
participation). The 13 principles in the HLPE report are completely congruent with the 10
FAO Elements; a clearer link should therefore be made between the two to facilitate future assessments of food systems practices.
• Compatibility between agroecology and digital innovation. IPES-Food agrees on the
need to focus on democratic governance, agency, and knowledge systems, and to scrutinize the use of digital technologies and whether these are compatible with the principles
of agroecology and with the respect of human rights, including the right to food. The
main barrier for considering the use of digital innovations in agroecology is related to
their accessibility and the potential lack of farmer autonomy. Agroecology is based on inclusiveness; it emphasises the importance of dialogue between producers, researchers,
and communities through participatory learning processes. Bottom-up approaches, experiential learning, and freedom of information are needed to support agroecological innovations. Involving users in the design of agro-equipment, creating ﬁnancial incentives for
innovative equipment purchase, sharing costs among cooperatives and farming communities, and training end-users on the high potential of these new technologies are pivotal
aspects of adapting digital tools to agroecological innovation. However, these types of
bottom-up approaches are currently insuﬃ ciently supported, and the risk of concentration of power is signiﬁcant given the limited number of actors who currently own and
control these technologies. These concerns need to be present in the recommendations.
The need for just, democratic, and equitable governance of digital information (e.g. regulatory frameworks on the ownership of data) is crucial and should be included in the recommendations.
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• Concerns on Big Data and power balance. The report remains descriptive in regards to
Big Data, and does not raise any of its potential risks,11,12 while being appropriately critical
of digital agriculture and automation’s potential impact on employment. The report rightly raises questions about governance of data and issues of data control and access. However, it equally states that digital technologies are being successfully adopted by smallscale and agroecological farmers. The report suggests that diﬀerences in uptake are not
due to the technologies themselves but to issues of power, and calls for a reconﬁguration
of knowledge systems. IPES-Food agrees with this point, but power asymmetries cannot
solely be addressed by reconﬁguring knowledge systems. As recommended in Question
2, there is a need to reassess the regulation of new technologies, antitrust measures must
be reformed, and new democratic governance structures must be put in place.
• Intellectual property rights. The report states that Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) and
seed legislation can act as a barrier to food system diversiﬁcation (e.g. contradiction between current IPR and the agroecological principle of farmer empowerment in regards to
modern biotechnologies). It thus recommends that international agreements and national regulations on genetic resources and IP should better account for farmers’ access to
diverse, traditional, and locally adapted genetic resources, and better support farmer-tofarmer seed exchange. It also suggests fair treatment of IP (though not explicitly deﬁned)
as part of the transition towards SFS. However, these recommendations could be signiﬁcantly strengthened. Many studies show a tangible link between current IPR and corporate concentration, with clear negative eﬀects on livelihoods, equity, knowledge and culture.13,14 Recommendations should therefore address the incompatibility of current IPR
policies with farmers' rights, following on the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture or the UN Declaration on the Rights of Peasants.
• Ensure a rigorous, transparent, and inclusive assessment of modern biotechnology.
The overarching scientiﬁc justiﬁcation for the use of genome-editing techniques, such as
CRISPR (Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats), is that these systems are controllable, precise, and free of unintended eﬀects. However, genome-editing
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techniques can induce unintended on- and oﬀ-target eﬀects,15,16,17,18 ,19 ,20 making regulation of genome-edited organisms crucial. A general framework for biosafety oversight is
critical for genome-edited crops, based on case-speciﬁc risk assessment.21 Assessments
should be conducted for classic genetic engineering tools, which still make up the majority of applications, as well as for the novel risks introduced by genome editing.
• Genome-editing technologies are serving to further entrench food systems along
current unsustainable trajectories set by GM and other quick-ﬁx technologies – presenting risks to farmers and the environment, while further concentrating corporate
power. Results of genome editing are by and large protected by IPR, with implications for
market power and purchasing power of seed and biotech companies on the one hand,
and farmers on the other. The large agribusiness corporations controlling much of the
seed market22 have already positioned themselves to use IPR over these new techniques.
For example, DowDuPont (now Corteva) has reportedly signed contracts with all the major patent-holders of CRISPR technology, giving it an unprecedented position in genome15
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editing plant breeding techniques23. The company has also ﬁled around 60 international
patent applications with the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) for speciﬁc
applications of genome editing in plant breeding. Bayer/Monsanto has ﬁled around 30
applications; in 2017, Monsanto announced a global licensing agreement with the Broad
Institute for agricultural applications of CRISPR genome-editing techniques.
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