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Food production has grown dramatically 
in recent decades, driven by technology, 
increased use of agricultural inputs, and the 
expansion of farmland. Yet although on a global 
scale we produce enough calories for all, hunger 
and malnutrition remain pervasive – and have 
worsened since the COVID-19 pandemic. At 
the same time, obesity and chronic diseases 
are on the rise due to unhealthy diets.

From a livelihoods perspective, food value 
chains raise major social justice concerns. 
Food production employs about 27% of the 
global workforce, with much larger shares 
in the Global South. But almost 94% of 
agricultural workers are employed informally, 
and farms and food processing plants alike 
typically pay low wages, with poor job security, 
no social protection, and often hazardous 
conditions. Many farmers live in poverty, even 
in the Global North, and often receive prices 
that do not properly reflect their costs and 
labour or are highly volatile. 

Food systems are also devastating our natural 
environment. Through land conversion for 
farmland, agriculture is the top driver of 
habitat and biodiversity loss; it also accounts 
for 70% of freshwater withdrawals, and 
is eroding and otherwise degrading soils. 
The livestock sector has particularly large 
environmental impacts. There are also serious 
concerns about animal welfare and about the 
growing risks of disease transmission from 
livestock to humans.

Climate change is another urgent issue. The 
food system, including production and value 
chains, is responsible for around 37% of 
global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, and 
emissions are projected to keep rising. Food 
production systems – and the livelihoods of 
food producers – are also highly vulnerable to 
climate change, particularly in the Global South.
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It is clear that profound changes are needed 
to ensure that food systems actually meet 
the world’s nutritional needs – and do so in 
a socially and environmentally sustainable 
manner. Yet because food is essential to 
human survival, and so many livelihoods 
depend on food systems, those changes need 
to be made with great care, to ensure the 
transition itself is fair and inclusive. 

Principles for just food 
system transitions
That is where the concept of “just transitions” 
comes in. This report lays out 10 guiding 
principles for achieving just food system 
transitions and explores their implications 
in terms of desired outcomes, planning and 
decision-making processes, systemic changes 
that may be needed, and tensions that must 
be managed. 

The purpose of these principles is to 
guide actors working with food systems – 
governments, businesses and investors, 
farmers, labour unions, international 
organizations, civil society organizations, 
and rural communities – in promoting a 
global food system that works better for 
people, nature and the climate. They offer 
a framework that can help to define what 
kinds of change should be supported and 
how change processes themselves should be 
managed around the world.

Executive summary  
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The principles can be grouped into three 
categories: 

Principles 1 and 2 describe what a just and 
sustainable food system would look like, 
and the scope and pace of changes needed 
to achieve it. They point us in the direction 
we need to go, highlight key problems we 
must address, and convey the urgency of the 
situation. A just food system should:

¥ meet the nutritional needs of all people 
 while respecting planetary boundaries; 
¥ provide good livelihoods through jobs 
 and supply chains; 
¥ protect people’s rights and correct   
 inequities; 
¥ treat animals well; 
¥ be resilient to climate change; 
¥ stop and reverse environmental degradation. 

This will require systemic changes that must 
begin as soon as possible. No single measure 
can achieve all these objectives, but actions will 
be consistent with a just transition pathway if 
they contribute to one or more of the objectives, 
without compromising any of the others.

Principles 3 through 9 define a just process 
of change. A just transition requires not 
only achieving just outcomes, but ensuring 
that the transition process itself is equitable 
and inclusive – and does not unduly burden 
people who are already vulnerable. This 
means the costs and risks associated with 
the transition should not fall overwhelmingly 
on specific groups (e.g. workers and their 
families, farmers, low-income communities). 
Support should be provided to those who 
need to change practices, learn new skills, 
change jobs or pay higher prices that they 
may not be able to afford. But it is not enough 
to manage the distributional impacts of the 
transition; it is also crucial to ensure that 
all who may be affected can participate in 
planning the transition and envisioning a 
better future. It is particularly important to 
engage with and listen to those who are most 
at risk, and those who are often left out, such 
as women, youth, Indigenous communities, 
and people living in poverty.

Principle 10 highlights the need to use the food 
system transition to address systemic social 
and economic inequalities and vulnerabilities. 
Many of the failures of our current system result 
from broader injustices in our world and in our 
communities, such as major power imbalances, 
global markets and supply chains that favour 
corporations at the expense of farmers, 
discriminatory policies, insecure access to land, 
and violence against those who challenge the 
status quo. If these problems are not addressed, 
the transition is unlikely to succeed at creating 
a truly just food system. Even if significant 
progress is made, many people would be left 
behind – particularly the most vulnerable.

Together, the 10 principles provide a holistic 
picture of what it means to pursue a just food 
system transition. It is not enough to prioritize 
one or two principles and ignore the others. 
But, if changes in the food system make 
progress on one or more of the Principle 1 
criteria, without compromising any of the 
others – and do so in a way that reflects a just 
process of change (Principles 3 to 9) – they will 
contribute to a just transition. Conversely, if 
advances in one criterion undermines another, 
the transition would not qualify as just. For 
example, it would not be just to impose 
costly new mandates on farmers for the 
sake of sustainability without first engaging 
with them, or without providing technical or 
financial support if they need it.

Principles are not a panacea, especially for 
something as large and complex as food 
systems. They are meant as tools to guide 
conversations both at the global level, and in 
specific contexts, and provide some relatively 
broad lanes of approach to a just food 
system. A single set of principles also cannot 
represent all realities at the local level. Indeed, 
overreliance on global principles could eclipse 
local nuances, which is the opposite of what a 
just food system transition requires. Instead, 
we need to recognize that when applied 
in different regions and different sectoral 
contexts, a good set of principles will generate 
different prescriptions for the transition. In 
other words, there will be different “just 
transitions” in different parts of the world.

Principles for Just Food System Transitions



If the transition is to be truly just, it will need 
to take a global perspective on justice, but 
tailor strategies, actions and priorities to the 
local context.

Ways forward
If we want to build support for large-scale, 
transformative change, we need a clear vision 
for the future. The principles laid out in this 
report aim to guide transition processes towards 
socially just and sustainable food systems. 

Food system stakeholders have a range of 
opportunities and “levers” to promote just 
food system transitions, including policy 
processes, financing architecture, market 
incentives, global or local activism and more. 
There is already significant awareness in 
many places around the world of some of 
the changes we need: greater transparency 
between producers and consumers; fairer 
treatment of farmers; secure land and natural 
resource tenure for local communities; checks 
on the enormous power of global agribusiness 
corporations. Many governments are also 
already trying to align incentives for food 
producers with sustainability priorities, by 
removing or reducing subsidies on fossil fuels, 
synthetic fertilizers, etc., and instead providing 
incentives to adopt practices that work with 
natural ecosystems.  
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On a global scale, we know that fair burden 
sharing will require scaling up North-to-South 
financial support, with appropriate roles for 
international development assistance, multi-
lateral development banks, philanthropic 
finance, agri-commodity companies and 
others. Because of the global interlinkages 
in food systems, the pursuit of a just food 
system transition will likely also require some 
form of international coordination.

At the same time, some actions to ensure just 
transition are needed outside the food system 
itself – including efforts to reduce poverty 
and ensure equitable growth policies, provide 
targeted safety nets for the poor, facilitate 
voluntary migration as a livelihood adaptation 
strategy, support economic planning and 
diversification, provide public infrastructure, 
education policy, financial sector reforms, and 
to strengthen and enforce ecosystem and 
conservation policies.

Transforming food systems is an enormous 
task, and involving existential-level risks for 
many rural people. But “business as usual” 
is morally unacceptable. There is no time to 
waste; we urgently need to start building a 
just food system that works for people, nature 
and the climate. We hope the 10 principles 
presented in this report provide helpful 
guidance and inspiration. 

Principles for Just Food System Transitions
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Food production has grown dramatically 
in recent decades, driven by technology, 
increased use of agricultural inputs, and large-
scale conversion of land for agriculture. Global 
primary crop production grew by 52% from 
2000 to 2020, to 9.3 billion tonnes,1 and total 
food production – both plant- and animal-
based – is now about 11 billion tonnes per 
year,2 close to 3,000 kcal per person per day.3  

Yet demand for food continues to rise: A 
systematic review of more than 50 studies 
projected a global increase of 35–56% between 
2010 and 2050, due to population growth and 
dietary changes.4 Our food systems are also 
failing in critical ways. Hunger and malnutrition 
remain pervasive, and progress on food 
security, already stalled since 2015, has partly 
reversed since the COVID-19 pandemic.5  

The global prevalence of undernourishment 
rose from 8% in 2019 to 9.3% in 2020 and 9.8% 
in 2021, with an estimated 702–828 million 
people affected by hunger in 2021.6  Around 
2.3 billion (29.3% of the world population) 
were moderately or severely food-insecure, 
including 900 million in severe food insecurity 
– with more women than men in that 
situation. “Business as usual” projections 
show undernourishment growing until 2050, 
both as a share of the population and in 
absolute terms.7  

A key challenge is that food is very inequitably 
distributed, and poverty further limits 
people’s diets. Poverty and hunger overlap, 
with Africans experiencing some of the worst 

deficits, and also most at risk of famine.8  
Cost relative to income is a key factor in 
malnutrition:9 In sub-Saharan Africa, the 
average household spends about 23% of its 
income on food, the largest share across all 
regions worldwide.10  

Poverty also results in less diverse and 
nutritious diets. Income constraints are likely 
to prevent people in low-income countries 
generally from expanding their consumption 
of animal products, fruits and vegetables, so 
expected protein and nutrition increases in 
these parts of the world are marginal.11 Food 
demand projections for sub-Saharan Africa 
show growth mainly in cereals and other 
staples, such as roots and tubers, that already 
make up a major portion of diets. Similarly, 
the average diet in the Middle East and North 
Africa region is projected to remain calorie-
rich but nutrient-poor, based heavily on 
cereals and a higher-than-average intake of 
sugar as a portion of total calories, and likely to 
continue trends in obesity, diabetes and other 
chronic diseases related to diet.12 

Even where food is more abundant, diets are 
often unhealthy. Obesity and chronic diseases 
linked to poor diets are rising in much of 
the world, as industrialized food production 
systems have increased consumption of 
refined carbohydrates and fats and reduced 
dietary diversity.13  

Many people are also eating far more animal 
protein than medical professionals advise.14 
Meat and fish consumption almost doubled 

1. Food systems, 
sustainability and 
social justice   



worldwide between 1960 and 2015. Much 
of this demand growth was from the Global 
North, but more recently has been driven by 
upper-income sections of the Global South.15 
Between 2010 and 2050, some estimates 
suggest meat production will increase by 70%, 
aquaculture by 90%, and dairy by 55%.16 China 
is forecast to drive a significant amount of 
future demand growth for animal products: 
41% of new global demand for fish, and 34% of 
meat.17 As livestock demand grows, so too will 
demand for animal fodder. 

1.1 Food production 
today is socially and 
environmentally 
unsustainable
The challenges on the supply side of food 
systems are equally daunting. Food production 
plays a crucial role in many people’s livelihoods, 
particularly in rural areas of the Global South, 
where over three-quarters of the world’s 
poorest people live.18 There are an estimated 
500 million smallholder farms in the Global 
South, supporting the livelihoods of nearly 
2 billion people.19 

In many countries, especially in Africa, 
agriculture still employs half or more of the 
working-age population – even in India and 
the Republic of Korea, both of which have 
greatly diversified their economies, the share 
was still over 40% as of 2019.20 Dependence 
on agrarian livelihoods is even higher among 
women in sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and 
some Pacific islands; in India, for instance, 
55% of employed women are in agriculture.21  
In contrast, in high-income countries, the 
average share of workers in agriculture is 
only about 3%, reflecting decades of farm 
consolidation, mechanization and automation, 
and economic diversification. 

Food sector livelihoods are overwhelmingly 
precarious. Globally, almost 94% of workers 
in agriculture are informally employed: the 
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highest portion of any sector.22 On farms and 
at food processing plants, workers typically 
earn low wages and are often exploited, with 
poor job security and no social protection. 
Working conditions can also be dangerous: 
from extreme heat, to exposure to hazardous 
chemicals, to machinery that can cause 
deadly injuries.23 

While large commercial farms can be highly 
profitable, many smaller farmers live in 
poverty, even in the Global North. Food value 
chains are highly inequitable, with major 
corporations exerting enormous power, and 
prices fluctuating with global commodities 
markets. As a result, farmers often earn very 
little relative to their costs and labour – which, 
in turn, limits what they can pay workers. 

Food production also has major environmental 
impacts. The conversion of natural 
ecosystems to farmland has made agriculture 
the most significant driver of habitat and 
biodiversity loss.24 The sector also accounts 
for 70% of freshwater withdrawals, with 
impacts on water supplies and quality for all 
other purposes,25 and is eroding and otherwise 
degrading soils.26 The livestock sector has 
particularly severe environmental impacts, in 
terms of both resource use and pollution.27 

Moreover, because – particularly in the 
Global North, but increasingly also in the 
Global South – animals are raised and kept 
in intensive farming operations, in cramped 
conditions, there are serious concerns about 
animal welfare and health.28 The industrial 
farming of animals is also associated with 
various human health risks, including the 
emergence of new infectious diseases29 
and the development of antimicrobial 
resistance in farmed animals, which increases 
the probability of antimicrobial-resistant 
pathogens being transmitted to people.30 

Climate change is another urgent concern. 
Agriculture, forestry and other land use 
changes are responsible for around 23% of 
global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, rising 
to up to 37% if pre- and post-production 

Principles for Just Food System Transitions
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activities in the food system are included.31  
Some estimates suggest that GHG emissions 
from the food sector could increase by 
between 30 and 50% by 2050 under current 
projected production pathways.32 And food 
production itself is highly vulnerable to climate 
change, as rising temperatures, changes in 
rainfall, more extreme weather, and new pests 
and diseases all put pressure on agriculture. 
Smallholders in the Global South are in 
particular peril.33  

It is clear that profound changes are needed 
to ensure that food systems actually meet 
the world’s nutritional needs – and do so in 
a socially and environmentally sustainable 
manner. Yet because food is so essential 
to human survival, and so many livelihoods 
depend on food systems, those changes need 
to be made with great care, to ensure the 
transition itself is fair and inclusive. 

That is the focus of the rest of this report. 
Section 2 introduces the concept of “just 
transitions” and explains how it might be 
usefully applied to food systems. Section 3, 
the core of the report, lays out 10 guiding 
principles for just food system transitions and 
explores their implications in terms of desired 
outcomes, planning and decision-making 
processes, systemic changes that may be 
needed, and tensions that must be managed. 
Section 4 concludes with reflections on how 
best to use the principles in crafting a vision 
for the future and advocating for change.

Principles for Just Food System Transitions



The need for major changes in food systems 
has been widely acknowledged, and many 
ideas have been put forward – by experts, 
policy-makers and advocates alike – for 
how to do better. There is broad support for 
“climate-smart” and regenerative agriculture 
practices,34 as well as for fair trade practices, 
farmer cooperatives, and higher wages and 
enhanced worker safety, for example.35 

In practice, however, food systems are not yet 
changing in line with those ideas. While there 
are pockets of promising practices, as well as 
positive trends, such as a growing number 
of landscapes transitioning to regenerative 
approaches, and increased consumption 
of plant-based foods in some high-income 
countries, global forecasts suggest food 
systems are not on track to become significantly 
more sustainable or equitable.36 In other words, 
without deliberate efforts to initiate major 
transitions, the harm and disparities we see 
today are likely to continue to grow.

At the same time, other factors are changing 
food systems in ways that could have 
implications for equity and sustainability. 
Advances in technologies such as robotics, 
artificial intelligence and sensors, and 
declining costs, are leading to increased 
mechanization in parts of the world.37 Digital 
technologies are also changing how farmers 
and other stakeholders do their work, get 
information, build their capacities and access 
extension support. 

Changing geopolitics is another important 
consideration. For instance, over recent years 
China has forged closer relationships with 
many low- and middle-income countries, 
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influencing the paradigm of “development” 
and spurring a raft of new agriculture sector 
partnerships and norms across the Global 
South.38 Most recently, Russia’s war on Ukraine 
has severely disrupted food supply chains.

It is also crucial to recognize that food 
production and consumption – and the 
political, economic and social structures 
that underpin them – can vary greatly, even 
within countries. That means the priorities 
for change, and the obstacles and resistance 
it may face, can also vary greatly. There is no 
single way forward, no universal prescription 
for transforming food systems.

The Just Rural Transition’s Vision – shared 
by a growing community of stakeholders 
across governments, civil society, producer 
organisations, academia, business and others 
– is for global food systems that deliver positive 
outcomes for people, nature and the climate. 
A set of shared principles can guide change 
agents around the world to deliver on that 
vision, and help them craft locally appropriate 
strategies and fair and inclusive processes to 
advance them. That is where the concept of 
“just transitions” comes in.

2.1 The concept of 
‘just transitions’
The term “just transition” first emerged in 
the labour movement, to argue that workers 
should not carry the burden of environmental 
reforms and should be supported through 
the change process.39 That is still the focus 
of many “just transition” discussions today,40 
though the concept has expanded to a broader 

2. Envisioning food 
system transitions
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consideration of the social justice aspects of 
structural changes in societies and economies, 
particularly in relation to climate action.41 

The core idea that environmental action 
should be equitable goes back even further. 
For example, in 1972, at the first-ever global 
conference on the human environment 
in Stockholm, Indian Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi famously argued: “We do not wish to 
impoverish the environment any further and 
yet we cannot for a moment forget the grim 
poverty of large numbers of people… We have 
to prove to the disinherited majority of the 
world that ecology and conservation will not 
work against their interest but will bring an 
improvement in their lives.”42  

The concept of just transitions provides a 
way of thinking about change holistically, 
rendering visible the ways in which major 
transitions can affect wider social, economic 
and environmental goals. There is no single 
definition of the term, but most framings 
consider both outcomes and processes:43  

First, the need for broad, meaningful 
stakeholder involvement in planning and 
decision-making about the transition 
(procedural justice): The key idea here is for 
a socially inclusive change process, whereby 
many kinds of stakeholders are involved in 
defining future development pathways in their 
region and planning the way forward.

Second, the need to distribute the burdens 
and the benefits of the transition fairly 
and widely (sometimes referred to as 
distributional justice): Ensuring a just 
transition means recognizing and addressing 
the potential negative impacts of change on 
some workers, communities, regions, and 
other sections of society, and working to 
spread the benefits of the transition widely 
and fairly.44 

Some framings of just transitions go one step 
further, calling for transformative changes 
to social and economic systems, in order to 
tackle underlying inequities and injustices and 

undo some of the harm caused by existing 
systems.45 This is sometimes referred to as 
restorative justice.46  

2.2 Applying a just 
transitions lens to food 
systems
Addressing procedural justice in food 
system transitions requires ensuring that all 
stakeholders are represented at the table. 
That is by no means the default in decision-
making about food systems today. It is 
crucial to ask, “Who is missing?” and design 
processes that enable everyone to participate 
meaningfully – not just business leaders, 
unions and other influential groups, but 
also smallholder farmers, informal workers, 
Indigenous Peoples, and within communities, 
both women and men, young and old. 

Thinking about distributional justice, 
meanwhile, highlights multiple concerns that 
need to be addressed. For example, a shift to 
more sustainable production systems could 
make food more expensive for consumers, at 
least at first. Industrial agriculture and large-
scale processing and distribution systems 
do tend to lower the price of food,47 and the 
same is true of some public subsidies – even if 
they promote practices that cause social and 
environmental harm. 

There are also implications for livelihoods. 
Farmers may need to shift to new practices 
that are more costly and labour-intensive, 
making it even more difficult to earn a profit 
if buyers do not pay commensurately higher 
prices. Workers in industrial farm operations 
and at processing plants could lose their jobs 
as some employers try to offset the cost of 
the changes, or else choose to shut down.  

Changes could also have macro-economic 
effects, particularly in less-diversified 
economies where agriculture makes up the 
highest share of GDP (e.g. Sierra Leone, 57% 
in 2021; Ethiopia, 38%; Syria and Liberia, 37%). 
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By default, the benefits and costs of changing 
food systems will be unevenly distributed – as 
they are in today’s food systems. Moreover, 
the impacts of changes could be felt well 
beyond the places where they occur, through 
supply chains and regional or global markets.

At the same time, the transformation of food 
systems is likely to create new opportunities. 
For example, a US study found that for every 
$1 million invested in regenerative agriculture 
and ecosystem restoration, almost 24 
direct, indirect and induced jobs would be 
created, more than for almost any other type 
of investment.48 More research is needed 
on the potential employment impacts of 
food system transitions around the world, 
especially in developing countries. One 
analysis for Latin America and the Caribbean 
found that a decarbonization scenario would 
result in the net creation of 19 million jobs in 
crop production by 2030 relative to a high-
emissions scenario, but animal-based could 
lose 4 million jobs.49 

Thinking about transformational change 
is also deeply relevant, because today’s 
global food system creates and perpetuates 
all manner of hardships and inequalities. 
Not acting to address them would be 
fundamentally unjust. A just transition might 
require tackling deep-seated social norms and 
institutions that limit women’s participation, 
for instance. For Indigenous Peoples, it might 
mean addressing historical marginalization by 
returning sovereignty over their customary 

lands, or by promoting food sovereignty 
through the protection of native seeds and 
“decolonization” of Indigenous diets.50 Local 
communities who were affected by pollution 
or other impacts of food production activities 
could receive compensation and support with 
rehabilitation efforts. 

“Just food system transition” is thus a 
compelling idea, but it is important we clarify, 
tangibly, what we mean by it, otherwise 
there is a risk it becomes simply a slogan. 
For example, a study in Brazil, India and 
Indonesia of how the bioeconomy sector51 
has developed – which is often touted as 
an opportunity for inclusive rural growth 
and economic diversification – found the 
benefits flowed mainly to agribusiness, 
while local stakeholders were excluded from 
governance processes relating to landscapes 
and resource use, and historical damages 
inflicted upon traditional communities and 
local populations were not being addressed.52 
Another assessment of the extent to which 
social and environmental justice in agricultural 
transformation is influencing the UNFCCC’s 
Koronivia Joint Work on Agriculture (KJWA53) 
found little discussion or implementation of 
these ideas to date.54 

This is why guiding principles are so important. 
We need to be clear both on the end goal, and 
on the norms that should govern the change 
process itself. That is the focus of the next 
section, the core of this report.

Principles for Just Food System Transitions
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Effective advocacy for just transitions in food 
systems starts with a clear vision for what such 
transitions should entail. This section lays out 
10 guiding principles to help guide decisions – 
and assess changes – affecting food systems. 

The principles were developed through a review 
of conceptual literature on just transitions, as 
well as literature and various online learning 
events on food system transitions specifically, 
and from interviews with various stakeholders 
working in this space. Input also came from 
responses to a survey on transition trade-
offs and principles that was circulated by the 
Just Rural Transition initiative.55 They are an 
attempt to integrate, in a coherent way, the 
different perspectives of actors working with 
food system transition and human welfare, 
environmental sustainability, and equity.

The purpose of these principles is to refine, or 
clarify, the goal of just food system transition. 
They should guide actors working with food 
systems – governments, businesses and 
investors, farmers, labour unions, international 
organizations, civil society organizations, and rural 
communities – in assessing whether changes in 
food systems are producing more just outcomes. 

The principles are meant to be applied together, 
not just individually. And they are meant to be 
treated as a framework for thinking through 
different situations, recognizing that the priorities 
for action, the trade-offs to manage, the most 
appropriate measures, and the most suitable 
processes will all depend on the specific context. 

The principles depart from two fundamental 
observations. First, there must be change, 
and it should be directed to producing a more 
just system, i.e. one that is more equitable 

and sustainable. Second, it is unavoidable that 
changes towards a more just food system may 
create negative impacts for some people. This 
does not itself make the change unjust. To 
ensure a just transition, the change process 
must minimize these impacts, or else mitigate 
hardship for those affected to ensure the costs 
or burdens of transition are shared equitably. 

Figure 1 summarizes the principles, which can 
be grouped into three categories:

¥ Principles 1 and 2 define movement 
 towards a food system that is more 
 equitable and sustainable. Elaborating 
 these principles requires us to be clear on 
 what a just food system looks like, 
 and what equity-related problems and 
 vulnerabilities in today’s food system we 
 must address, so we know what direction 
 change needs to take us (see Section 3.1). 

¥ Principles 3 through 9 define a just 
 process of change. They call on us to 
 clarify who should be involved in transition 
 planning and implementation, and who 
 is at risk and how from structural changes, 
 particularly recognizing the wide diversity 
 in contexts among rural communities 
 where food is produced (see Section 3.2). 

¥ Principle 10 calls for using change to 
 address systemic social and economic 
 inequalities and vulnerabilities, 
 particularly in food-producing landscapes 
 and along food value chains. It requires 
 recognizing the root causes of inequality 
 and the main sources of livelihood 
 vulnerability for farmers, farm workers, and 
 different constituents of rural 
 communities (see Section 3.3).

3. Principles for just 
food system transitions
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Figure 1. Principles for just food system transitions
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3.1 Building a more just and 
sustainable food system – 
with the urgency needed 

The most basic requirement for a just 
transition is that it results in a more just food 
system. Figure 2 provides a synthesis of key 
traits of a just food system, taking a holistic 
view that recognizes the need to ensure 
the long-term viability of food systems and 
the health and safety of future generations. 
Individual measures undertaken as part of 
the transition may focus on only one or a 
few criteria, but collectively, they must make 
progress on all eight. It is also crucial to 
recognize potential trade-offs and avoid any 
actions that undermine one objective for the 
sake of another. 

Meet the nutritional needs of all 
people worldwide 

This is – or should be – the primary purpose of 
food systems. The UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) describes four “pillars” of 
food security: availability, stability of supply, 

access and utilization.56 In other words, food 
systems need to reliably produce diverse, 
nutritious whole foods that are locally 
appropriate and have enough calories and 
nutrients, and deliver them to people, so 
everyone can have a healthy diet.57 However, 
as noted in Section 1, hunger and malnutrition 
are widespread, not only in the Global South, 
but worldwide.58  

The FAO has identified enabling conditions to 
advance the “right to food”, including social 
safety nets for poor consumers, markets and 
investments that focus on the livelihoods 
and nutritional needs of the poor and hungry, 
and legal and regulatory frameworks and 
institutions that support these goals.59 
Produce must be distributed in a way that 
makes good food accessible to all people, not 
only those with the highest incomes. To help 
close the affordability gap, governments can 
provide targeted financial support or other 
forms of nutritional assistance. 

Notably, food insecurity and malnutrition 
are driven to a great extent by larger 
systemic problems, such as low incomes, 
lack of assets (including land ownership) and 
persistent poverty. This means that, while 
food systems can help solve the problem, 
they cannot ensure universal access to 
food. Complementary efforts are needed to 
boost incomes, enhance livelihoods, foster 
sustainable economic development, address 
inequities in access to land, and provide social 
protection, including in vulnerable and food-
insecure rural communities.60 

Provide food within planetary 
boundaries 

There are many ways to define what is 
“sustainable”, but one of the most useful 
and widely cited approaches is the planetary 
boundaries framework,61 which identifies nine 
critical thresholds in Earth systems beyond 
which irreversible, harmful changes are likely to 
occur. The production of food directly influences 
many of these thresholds – sometimes as a key 
driver of biophysical change. 

Principle 1. A just transition 
must move deliberately towards 
a global food system that works 
better for people, nature and the 
climate, by 1) meeting everyone’s 
nutritional needs; 2) operating 
within planetary boundaries; 3) 
providing good livelihoods; 4) 
protecting the rights of people; 
5) protecting animal welfare; 
6) ensuring climate resilience; 
7) avoiding and reversing 
environmental degradation; and 
8) avoiding and correcting power 
imbalances in food value chains 
and in rural areas.
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Figure 2. The characteristics of a just food system 

Nutrition and 
food security
n Make nutritious, healthy 
 diets accessible and 
 affordable for all people.
n Produce more food (over 
 time), and more nutritious 
 food, for a growing global 
 population.
n Use market rules and 
 distribution systems 
 that can respond to   
 emerging gaps in food 
 security globally.

PE
O

PL
E

Climate resilience
n Enable actors across the 
 rural landscape to adapt 
 agricultural and food 
 systems, and other aspects 
 of their livelihoods, to cope 
 with the unavoidable 
 impacts of climate change.
n Promote a diversified 
 agricultural sector, including 
 diverse farming practices.

PE
O

PL
E

GHG emissions
n Urgently reduce GHG 
 emissions associated with 
 food production and value 
 chains, in line with the Paris 
 Agreement’s targets for 
 limiting dangerous 
 climate change.
n Be a solution to global 
 climate change, finding 
 opportunities for carbon 
 sequestration.

C
LI

M
AT

E

Livelihoods
n Provide stable, decent 
 livelihoods for billions of 
 farmers, workers and local 
 businesses.
n For many other people, 
 provide a livelihood buffer 
 they can fall back on in 
 times of crisis.
n Support viable and vibrant 
 rural communities.

PE
O

PL
E

Ecological integrity
n Minimize the impact of 
 production (and value 
 chain activities) on land, 
 forests, soils, waters, flora 
 and fauna, atmosphere, 
 and nitrogen and 
 phosphorous cycles. 
n Protect biodiversity, and 
 help to reverse the global 
 loss of biodiversity.

C
LI

M
AT

E
N

AT
U

RE

Rights
n Protect human rights, 
 including women’s rights, 
 Indigenous rights, the right 
 to food, land rights and 
 workers’ rights.
n Recognize and strengthen 
 land and resource rights, 
 across diverse rural 
 contexts.
n Be a safe environment 
 for workers, free of (or 
 protected from) dangerous 
 chemicals.
n Provide local farmers and 
 communities with rights 
 over food production and 
 land use (e.g. ability to 
 save seeds).

PE
O

PL
E

Power and inequality
n Improve food sovereignty 
 for communities, giving 
 them greater ownership 
 over food production 
 and land use.
n Food businesses pay 
 their share of tax to local 
 economies, not only 
 extracting profits.
n Be transparent, including 
 in relation to health 
 properties, origin, 
 environmental and 
 carbon footprint.

PE
O

PL
E

Animal welfare
n Ensure the welfare of 
 animals in the food system, 
 as measured by nutrition, 
 environment, health, 
 behaviour, and mental state.

N
AT

U
RE
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Figure 3 provides a simplified illustration. Key 
planetary boundaries of concern for food 
systems include those for atmospheric carbon 
(GHG emissions), biodiversity loss, flows 
of nitrogen and phosphorous, and land use 
change. 

A food system that operates beyond planetary 
boundaries will undermine our ability to 
produce food, and to provide stable, decent 
livelihoods for people all around the world, 
and continuing to operate beyond these 
boundaries will ultimately create a cascading 
sequence of catastrophes for humanity and 
other species. This means food systems must 
operate within those boundaries – and, to the 
extent that they are not, they must correct 
course as soon as possible. 

Provide good livelihoods through 
employment and value chains 

Food systems support an estimated 1.3 billion 
jobs and 3.2 billion livelihoods around 
the world – about two-thirds in primary 
production (on farms) and the rest in food 
processing, food services, transportation and 
distribution, and related services.62  

Those livelihoods are very diverse, even within 
individual categories. For example, while in 
much of the Global North, industrial-scale 
agriculture prevails, there are an estimated 
500 million smallholder farms across the Global 
South,63 with 338 million in Asia and 44 million 
in Africa.64 Globally, small farms of less than 
2 hectares in size are estimated to represent 
around 84% of farms by number and contribute 
a third of global crop production,65 on 24% 
of gross agricultural area.66 (However, such 
estimates should be treated with caution, 
because of large methodological challenges.67)

A more just future food system might support 
more livelihoods, or fewer. As noted in Section 
1, only about 3% of people in high-income 
countries today are employed in agriculture 
– and many people who farm today could 
similarly shift into other sectors. However, 
given that billions of people are engaged 

in agricultural production of some kind for 
direct sustenance, for employment, or for 
commercial production, often with few or no 
other livelihood options available, it seems 
highly likely that the prosperity and stability 
of societies worldwide depends on large 
numbers of people continuing to make a 
decent living through agriculture, including 
food production.68 

It is not only the number of livelihoods that 
matters, but also their quality. For workers, 
a just food system should ensure living 
wages, safe working conditions and social 
protection.69 For farmers, it should provide 
the ability to earn a stable income that is high 
enough to meet their needs – and return a fair 
share of the financial revenues accumulated 
along food value chains. Many farmers 
today live in poverty despite contributing to 
significant revenue generation for those who 
buy their products. 

Ensure resilience to climate change

Climate change is already affecting food 
production around the world, and even with 
stepped-up action to reduce emissions, 
significant and worsening climate change 
impacts are now unavoidable and will continue 
over the long term. Continued adaptation will 
therefore be crucial across agricultural and 
food production systems,70 to ensure food 
systems of the future are ever more resilient 
to climate change.

Achieving this will require adaptation 
measures at the local level, to help farmers 
adapt practices and protect local food 
supplies, as well as at a regional and global 
scale, because supply disruptions to large 
producers of important crops can affect 
food security and food prices worldwide. 
In this context, it is essential to recognize 
that adaptation measures can have adverse 
effects on other actors: whether it is 
farmers upstream increasing water offtake 
for irrigation at the expense of farmers 
downstream, or corporate buyers changing 
where they source agricultural commodities 
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Figure 3. Impacts of the global food system on planetary boundaries 

Source: Azote for Stockholm Resilience Centre, based on analysis in Wang-Erlandsson et al. 2022.71
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to avoid climate-vulnerable areas.72 In a just 
transition, the pursuit of climate resilience 
should genuinely reduce climate risks, not just 
redistribute them.

The climate resilience of food systems is 
crucial not just for global food supplies, or to 
protect rural communities from going hungry. 
It is also crucial to protect jobs and livelihoods, 
both in agriculture – which employs about 
27% of the global workforce73 – and in food 
processing, transportation, retail and other 
related occupations.74 Adaptation measures 
will also be needed to ensure that food 
production jobs are safe, particularly as 
extreme heat becomes more common and 
more severe.75 

Protect the rights of people 

Many kinds of rights are linked with food 
production. The way we produce, process and 
distribute food should protect human rights, 
the right to food (discussed above), land rights 
and workers’ rights.76 A just transition in food 
systems should recognize the many ways 
in which people are currently denied those 
rights, and actively work to do better. The 
systems we build should:

¥ For women, provide, respect and enable 
 equal rights to access land, farm inputs 
 (seeds, water, equipment) and markets. It 
 should support progress towards 
 eliminating gender inequality, and 
 provide fair and equal pay for women’s 
 work. Women must be meaningfully 
 included in the governance, control, and 
 use of land and resources. 

¥ For workers, provide decent work (see 
 above) and uphold the right to organize 
 and build collective power. 

¥ For farmers, provide seed sovereignty, 
 which means farmers being able to 
 collect and trade their own seeds, as 
 well as secure land tenure, if they currently 
 lack it. This extends beyond the concept 
 of theoretical tenure: in many places, 

 people have legal resource rights on paper 
 but cannot effectively claim or use these 
 to manage land and pursue self-
 determined priorities, due to 
 administrative or procedural hurdles, or 
 social norms.

¥ For Indigenous Peoples, provide and 
 respect their human rights, land tenure 
 rights, and traditional practices, and 
 provide opportunities for their leadership 
 of transition initiatives in rural landscapes, 
 such as conservation and restoration 
 initiatives. 

¥ For local communities, ensure the right to 
 clean air and water, land that is not 
 degraded, and to safe living environments. 

Protect the welfare of animals 

An estimated 80 billion terrestrial animals 
are slaughtered for meat each year, mostly 
chickens but also large numbers of pigs, 
turkeys, sheep, goats, cattle and ducks.77 
There are also some 270 million dairy cows 
globally78 and over 6 billion egg laying hens.79 
Scientists have estimated the number of fish 
and other aquatic animals killed each year to 
be in the trillions, including some 124 billion 
farmed fish.80  

Advocates for the rights and care of animals 
distinguish between animal welfare and 
animal rights.  This principle emphasizes 
animals’ welfare – as judged by their nutrition, 
environment, health, behaviour and mental 
state82  – as the necessary outcome, rather 
than animal rights, which would preclude 
the consumption of animal-based foods. 
The latter seems unrealistic, given the sheer 
number of animals in current food systems 
and their widespread use in cultures around 
the world. 

Reducing food systems’ GHG emissions 
and negative environmental impacts (and in 
some places improving health outcomes) will 
inherently require, at the global level, a shift 
to more plant-based diets. However, this will 
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not necessarily reduce the number of animals 
raised for slaughter. For instance, shifting meat 
consumption from beef to chicken could reduce 
GHG emissions and some other environmental 
impacts, but would actually increase the 
number of animals confined and slaughtered.83 

In the parts of the world where industrial 
livestock production is prevalent, shifting to 
a food system respectful of animal welfare 
would almost certainly require transitioning 
away from industrial-scale animal farming. It is 
clear that industrial operations, where animals 
are confined in close quarters and unable to 
engage in their natural behaviours, fail to meet 
basic animal welfare needs; even “free-range” 
and high-welfare farms may not be enough, 
though they are better.84 

Stop and reverse environmental 
degradation 

Environmental degradation from food 
production not only affects planetary health 
thresholds, but can have serious local 
consequences, affecting people’s health, 
safety and livelihoods. Those who are already 
at the margins and/or vulnerable are often 
the worst affected. Stopping environmental 
degradation is also crucial for the food system 
itself, as it relies on a wide range of ecosystem 
services (soil health, water quality, pollinators) 
that are compromised by continued pollution 
and ecosystems degradation.85  

Because the scale of environmental 
degradation today as a result of the food 
system is so great, a just food system will 
need to not only avoid further degradation 
but to also actively reverse past damage, by 
contributing to the restoration of ecosystems, 
degraded cropland and polluted water 
sources, among others. This is a key aspect of 
environmental justice.

In some places, the harm to be repaired 
may go beyond stopping and reversing 
environmental degradation – it will also 
require restoring people’s access to healthy 
land, water and forests. If water is diverted 

for farm irrigation, for example, local people 
may not have adequate freshwater access for 
other uses, with consequent impacts on their 
livelihoods. Women, who may have to collect 
water for their households, may also have to 
travel farther, at the expense of their time, 
health and safety. Loss of forests undermines 
the livelihoods of people who use forests for 
subsistence food production or to harvest 
non-timber products, and degrades cultural 
values in places where Indigenous Peoples, for 
example, have had cultural connections with 
natural landscapes over a long time period. 

Reverse existing – and avoid creating new 
– power imbalances or inequalities 

A just food system transition will not result in 
large corporations making smallholder farmers 
or local communities vulnerable, economically 
or environmentally. Instead, it should create 
more equitable conditions. It should also 
not create risks for poor consumers (e.g. 
prohibitively high prices for basic foods that 
are not offset by targeted support, or access 
only to poor-quality diets). This criterion 
applies at the level of individual programmes 
or investments and local planning, and also 
when taking a view of the food system globally. 

Because today’s food systems are profoundly 
inequitable, it is likely that without deliberate 
efforts to correct those inequities, transitions 
might reinforce them, or even create new 
problems. Governments, corporations and 
even individual farmers should take care to 
avoid making choices or investments that 
deepen vulnerability and injustice. As discussed 
further in Section 3.2, one way to move towards 
more just and equitable outcomes is to broaden 
participation in the governance of land use, 
trade and food production, so that decisions 
better reflect context-specific impacts, needs 
and priorities.86

Principles for Just Food System Transitions
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The changes described under Principle 1 are 
dramatic; small, incremental changes might 
move food systems in the right direction, but a 
just transition to socially and environmentally 
sustainable food systems will require urgent, 
ambitious and large-scale action. 

From an equity perspective, the pace of 
change towards these goals is crucial. 
Delaying action on these goals is 
fundamentally unjust,87 as unsustainable 
practices continue to take a major toll on the 
well-being of billions of people. Moving too 
slowly, even in the right direction, can worsen 
inequality. Climate change is an example here: 
only gradually reducing the growth in GHG 
emissions increases the risk of catastrophic 
impacts, disproportionately affecting 
vulnerable people. Similarly, in the absence 
of stepped-up efforts to reduce hunger and 
malnutrition, the number of people globally 
who are categorized as in “crisis” or worse 
almost doubled from 2016 to 2021.88 

As a minimum, change should keep pace with 
agreed international goals for tackling hunger 
(such as Sustainable Development Goal 2),89  
GHG emissions (the Paris Agreement)90  and 
reversing biodiversity loss (the Kunming-
Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework 
agreed in 2022).91 However, in reality, progress 
towards those goals is far too slow, with 
worrisome backsliding. 

The slow progress means more severe climate 
change risks, more environmental degradation, 
and more human suffering. The pace of change 
and intensity of effort must therefore ramp up 
considerably – not only to avoid further harm, 
but to provide more time for vulnerable people 
to adapt to changing conditions. Delays could 

also create stranded-asset risks for farmers, 
if they invest in infrastructure and equipment 
that they have to abandon as the food system 
changes in the coming years.

3.2 What does a just process 
of change look like?
The process of transition should not only 
achieve just outcomes, but also move towards 
those outcomes in ways that stakeholders 
experience as being just. That requires:

¥ Meaningful participation by stakeholders 
 in the process of planning for transition 
 and envisioning future livelihoods and 
 economy for their region, particularly 
 those who are most at risk from transition 
 and those who are usually marginalized or 
 excluded; and

¥ Attending to the distributional impacts 
 of transition, by ensuring the costs and 
 risks of implementing transitions are not 
 unfairly concentrated on particular groups 
 of people (e.g. workers and their families, 
 farmers, women, local communities, poor 
 consumers), and that the transition 
 does not create (or exacerbate) inequality 
 or hardship.

The principles laid out in this section address 
both of those needs. 

Making planning and decision-making 
processes socially inclusive 

How those affected by structural changes in 
food systems are involved in guiding the change 
process and designing local socio-economic 
development strategy is a central theme in 
discussions of just transitions, particularly in 
the context of food systems.92 The core idea is 
simple: If various measures are to be adopted to 
ensure a just transition, the people at the heart 
of transition, and most affected by it, should be 
able to express their preferences and needs and 
actively participate in shaping the transition. 

Principle 2. Structural changes in 
food systems must occur without 
delay, recognizing the urgency of 
the need for change. 
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Farmers must be actively involved in 
discussions about shifts in production 
methods.93 Farmers and food sector workers, 
including informal workers, as well as 
their families, local communities and local 
businesses, must also be at the table when 
planning regional economic diversification 
and strategies for future socio-economic 
development of rural regions. 

Social dialogue is an important mechanism 
for engaging workers representatives during 
transition.94 Inclusion is particularly important 
for marginalized groups, who are often 
excluded from planning and decision-making 
processes that affect and may harm them. 
Women, Indigenous Peoples, people with 
disabilities, youth, migrant workers and other 
groups must all have opportunities to input 
their perspectives and knowledge.95  

Poor and vulnerable people, including those 
experiencing hunger, should also be brought 
to the table when discussing measures with 
implications for food security.96 Moreover, 
their inclusion needs to be supported or 
enabled, because poor and marginalized 
groups have least flexibility to volunteer time, 
as they must prioritize their livelihoods. 

The issue of representation is a crucial one, 
meaning care is needed in deciding who 
represents different types of stakeholders.97  
Smallholder farmers do not face the same 
risks, or share the same coping mechanisms, 
as big farmers, and farmer associations may 
represent some farmers, but not others. 

Informal workers are unlikely to have access to 
the same rights, or social protections, as those 
workers who are formally employed, and local 
labour unions may not represent all workers 
involved in the food value chain. The private 
sector includes not only large agro-industry 
corporations but also, for instance, small local 
businesses and local financial institutions that 
might play an important role in catalysing new 
economic activities. Therefore, within each 
category of stakeholders, it is important to 
carefully consider who is invited to represent. 

Another crucial issue is what influence these 
stakeholders have over outcomes. Engagement 
must go beyond simply “consultation”: 
stakeholders should have genuine – and 
ongoing – opportunities to shape the policy 
and planning outcomes during transition. How 
the perspectives of different stakeholders will 
be taken into account should be transparent. 

Typically, there are various inclusion challenges 
in rural landscapes and food systems that will 
need to be recognized and tackled if the principle 
of social inclusion is to be operationalized 
meaningfully. These include power imbalances 
between corporates and local farmers and farm 
workers, as well as local norms or rules that 
constrain women’s engagement. Some have 
also raised the question of who represents the 
“rights of nature”.98  

The systemic exclusion of Indigenous women 
and men, including through institutional 
barriers, needs to be tackled to enable their 
participation (and willingness to participate) 
in transition planning processes,99 and to 
respect the principle of Free, Prior and 
Informed Consent.100 Some stakeholders 
have expressed concern that the objectives 
of wide stakeholder engagement and 
participation in decisions around transitions 
will not be executed faithfully – just as a 
tick-box formality.101 However, achieving 
meaningful participation, especially by 
marginalized and disenfranchised people, is 
hard, challenging work. Expert assistance and 
partnerships with trusted community groups 
may be needed.

Principle 3. The planning and 
implementation of transitions 
must be socially inclusive, ensuring 
there are ongoing opportunities for 
wide stakeholder involvement in, 
and influence over, the transition 
process itself and ongoing socio-
economic development planning.   
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Another complexity with operationalizing this 
principle is that value chains for food stretch 
globally. When transitions are approached 
through the lens of a place, a region, then it 
is conceivable to construct a highly inclusive 
stakeholder process, notwithstanding there 
are already many barriers to inclusion which 
must be overcome. But what does social 
inclusion mean if we take the perspective 
instead of food value chains, where 
stakeholders can be in different countries with 
different socio-economic concerns? Who can 
convene actors in a neutral way, and overcome 
enormous power imbalances? Some form of 
global or international governance of food 
system transition is likely needed to address 
some of these challenges.

Managing the distributional impacts of 
the transition process

Even if a transition is moving towards a more 
equitable and sustainable food system, it 
could create significant hardships – both 
among food producers, particularly vulnerable 
farmers, and among consumers – that need 
to be managed carefully to avoid unfair 
outcomes. Key groups at risk include:
 
¥ Farmers, particularly (though not only) 
 many smallholder farmers in the Global 
 South, may face new financial burdens   
 and other challenges in shifting to more 
 sustainable production methods, and 
 could be disadvantaged on global markets 
 if the prices they are paid are not raised. 
 If farmers are unable to make changes, 
 they could see their products excluded 
 from global markets – for instance, due to 
 labelling or certification standards. 

¥ Consumers could face price shocks as 
 the incremental cost of more sustainably 
 produced food is passed down to them, 
 which could affect food security and the 
 accessibility of specific foods, from meat, 
 milk and eggs to fresh fruit and vegetables.

¥ Workers on farms and along value chains 
 could lose their jobs. Which jobs are at 
 risk, and where, will depend on what 
 specific changes occur to bring about 
 a just food system, although informal 
 and migrant workers tend to be particularly 
 vulnerable. Where changing production 
 practices increase costs to farmers, 
 workers’ wages may be kept low in response. 

¥ Rural communities could see land 
 ownership become (more) concentrated, 
 farm operations become more automated, 
 workers move away, and investment in 
 services and infrastructure decline (which 
 then encourages more people to leave).102  

¥ Indigenous communities could find 
 that new approaches promoted as part of 
 the transition do not align with their 
 values, knowledge and traditions.103 
 This is a particular risk with market-
 based instruments such as carbon 
 offsets and REDD+ approaches, which can 
 also concentrate benefits on a small group 
 of actors, at the expense of communities.104  
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¥ Some countries and regions could 
 face adverse impacts to their food 
 security – for instance, where changes 
 affect international trade and supply 
 chains,105 or where alternative practices 
 drive up food prices. Economies that 
 generate significant revenue from 
 existing practices (e.g. in areas with large-
 scale livestock or animal fodder 
 production, or agriculture that is only 
 possible through unsustainable input use) 
 might also be negatively affected. 

These potential risks, along with new 
opportunities, will be distributed unevenly 
around the world and even within individual 
communities – reflecting in part the high 
inequality that exists within today’s food 
system. Wealthier farmers, for instance, 
will be more readily able to adopt climate-
smart agricultural practices than smaller 
farmers, and large producers are also better 
placed to access loans and insurance, or 
cope with lost income for a period.106 But 
other variables outside the food system will 
also increase – or buffer – the way transition 
impacts are experienced. For instance, rural 
people in Latin America and Asia who need 
new livelihoods may find more opportunities 
in cities than, for example, those in Africa, 
because at least to date, cities in Africa have 
struggled to create large numbers of good 
jobs in sectors such as manufacturing.107  

Highly globalized supply chains and markets 
for food and feed mean that transition risks 
will also be transferred between places – along 
value chains from producers to consumers,108 
or vice versa, and beyond national borders. 
People’s responses may also affect others, 
potentially shifting vulnerability down to those 
who are least able to adapt.109 (For example, a 
corporation might decide to stop buying from 
smallholder farmers who can’t afford to shift to 
more sustainable practices, instead of helping 
them to comply with new requirements.) 

If changes to our food systems are not 
well managed to minimize hardship, the 
consequences well may include resistance 

(which could itself result in highly unjust 
outcomes, e.g. if it delays climate action), 
social unrest and suffering. Deliberate action 
to fairly manage the distributional impacts of 
change thus requires considering the impacts 
of transition holistically, to recognize and avoid 
unintended negative health, economic, social, 
environmental, and animal welfare outcomes.110  

These reflections lead us to the next 
six principles. 

The people who currently produce our food, 
and who are expected to adopt new practices, 
should be supported and empowered in 
the process,111 so as many as possible can 
participate in the new (more just) food 
system. Even if they embrace the desired 
changes – such as switching to agroforestry, 
organic farming, or other more sustainable 
approaches, or investing in methane capture 
or expanded irrigation – they may not have 
the resources or capacities to do so without 
substantial risk or hardship. 

Farmers, especially poorer smallholders, 
should not have to bear the full costs of 
their own training on new practices, or of 
significant new investments required to 
align with a more just food system. They 
need both financial and technical support, 
and should be financially rewarded for 
taking on practices that are aligned with 
the social, economic and environmental 
objectives of a just food system. It is also 
important to recognize that where land and 
upfront equipment costs are high, farmers 

Principle 4. Food producers 
and their communities must be 
supported in bearing the costs of 
changing practices to align with a 
more ecologically sustainable food 
system, and in managing the 
wider socio-economic impacts 
of transition.
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may be financially locked into practices that 
are being phased out,112 and thus at risk of 
“stranded” farm assets.113 

It is important that any financial support 
does not increase farmers’ overall debt 
burdens, nor lock them into other precarious 
financial situations (for example, because 
they are prevented from saving and reusing 
their own seeds or reducing their reliance on 
synthetic fertilizers). The scope of technical 
assistance should also recognize the value of 
peer-to-peer knowledge sharing, including 
traditional or Indigenous knowledge, which 
can be an important aspect of empowerment 
and source of expertise that can support 
adaptation to more resilient food systems. 

Some financial and technical support can 
be delivered through farmers’ networks 
(associations, cooperatives, etc.) at different 
levels. This has the added advantage of 
strengthening organizations that pool farmers’ 
resources, facilitate collective action, and can 
play a key role in enhancing their negotiating 
power and access to markets. 

Other potential economic impacts, on local 
businesses and also potentially on public 
revenue in places affected by transitions, need 
to be recognized and tackled as well. Where 
food system transition results in significant 
negative effects on the scale or value of 
agricultural production at a regional scale, 
support for regional economic diversification is 
needed.114 Support for local municipalities may 
also be needed if public revenues are affected.

Other social impacts are also important to 
recognize and address. Loss of livelihoods 
may create mental stress, leading to family 
conflicts or added pressures on other 
household members, higher rates of domestic 
violence, or higher suicide rates among 
farmers. If food system transition significantly 
changes who produces food or where it is 
produced, this may undermine social vibrancy 
and community cohesion in some places. 
Support systems may be needed to help 
address such impacts. 

Given the enormous changes required to bring 
about a just food system, it would be unrealistic 
to expect that all existing jobs in food value 
chains will be maintained, or that all of today’s 
workers will promptly move into new jobs. 
Avoiding job losses is a legitimate objective, but 
it is not the same as achieving a just transition.115  

Some farmers and farm workers may be unable 
(or unwilling) to participate in the new food 
system, and thus need support to develop 
new livelihoods. The same is true of the wider 
community of small businesses and citizens 
who have depended directly or indirectly on 
the local food production economy. 

The International Labour Organization (ILO) 
estimates that a global transition to ecological 
sustainability in agriculture could result in 
120 million fewer jobs worldwide by 2030 relative 
to “business as usual”, including 20 million 
fewer jobs in Africa and 100 million fewer jobs 
in the Asia-Pacific region.116 As noted earlier, 
jobs are also at risk due to automation,117 and 
reduced livestock production would also affect 
employment.118 On the other hand, phasing out 
agrochemicals might create more farm jobs, 
though the work could be strenuous.119 

Various kinds of support may be needed, at 
different scales, to help people move into new 
jobs and livelihoods. This is likely to include 
training and educational programmes, not just 
for directly affected farmers and workers, but 
also for their families and other community 
members. Targeted programmes could also be 
developed for young people, who experience 
very high levels of unemployment in much of 
the Global South.120 

Principle 5. Those who are unable 
to continue farming or working 
in food value chains should be 
supported to reskill and find new 
livelihood opportunities and have 
access to social safety nets.   



26

Principles for Just Food System Transitions

If the transition to a more just food system 
can be shaped in a way that maximizes job 
opportunities, this will help to offset any 
employment losses.121 But the quality of new 
jobs also matters: the types of jobs, whether 
they are formal or informal, and who has the 
opportunity to access them.122  These are 
challenging demands; in many transition 
contexts, it may be difficult to see a sufficient 
number of realistic, well-paying job or 
livelihood options for farmers and 
rural labourers. 

Alongside job creation and economic 
diversification efforts, social protection 
systems, or “safety nets”, are a key mechanism 
for managing some of the impacts of 
transition.123 In various forms these provide 
the most vulnerable people – including those 
who lose work or livelihoods and are not 
immediately able to find alternatives – with 
ongoing access to adequate support systems 
and resources (food, income, health support, 
care support, labour market access).

This principle requires paying attention to the 
impact of the transition on food prices and 
taking action to avoid any negative effects 
on food security and nutrition, particularly in 
low-income households. This is important, 
because at least initially, it is likely that some 
changes in food production and supply chains 
will increase costs to consumers, and even 
possibly the availability of some foods. 

For example, farmers who stop using chemical 
fertilizers and pesticides may need a few 
years to achieve similar productivity levels 
with organic alternatives and new techniques. 
Shifting from factory egg farms to free-range 

or pasture settings – which require far more 
space and more labour – would certainly 
make eggs more expensive.124 Higher prices 
will particularly affect urban consumers even 
more than rural ones, as they purchase a larger 
share of their food (if not all).

There are multiple approaches that 
governments can take to mitigate any price 
effects on low-income people, including 
targeted cash assistance, food distribution 
programmes, and other safety-net programmes. 

In this context, it is important to make a 
distinction between avoiding negative 
nutritional impacts, and avoiding price 
changes altogether. Many people will be able 
to afford small increases. Moreover, some 
policies that seek to promote healthier and 
more sustainable diets may deliberately use 
price hikes as incentives. 

This is necessary so local communities are 
not left with ongoing health or safety risks, 
and so land and natural resources become a 
productive asset that communities can use to 
support and diversify local livelihoods. From an 
equity perspective, the costs of rehabilitation 
should be covered by those who were 
responsible for the damage, following what is 
known as the “polluter pays” principle. 

That said, it is unclear how the “polluter pays” 
principle might be practically applied in many 
settings where food is produced, given the 
type of pollution (diffuse water quality impacts, 
deforestation) and the type of “polluters” 

Principle 6. Consumers should be 
able to meet their nutritional needs 
during the transition, and not 
experience hunger or hardship due 
to increases in the cost of food.

Principle 7. Historical environmental 
degradation associated with the 
food system should be remediated, 
with priority to reversing harm 
that continues to affect local 
people’s health, livelihoods and/
or ecosystems – applying the 
“polluter pays” principle.
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involved (often smallholder farmers, or illegal or 
informal workers, even if they are part of larger 
supply chains with significant resources). 

In the case of smallholder farmers, whose 
financial capacity to pay for environmental 
restoration is limited or non-existent, 
responsibility might best be understood as 
spread along the whole value chain – and in 
proportion to the accumulation of value in 
today’s market (i.e. those in the value chain 
deriving most profit or benefit are 
most responsible). 

From a justice or equity perspective, managing 
the distributional impacts of a transition does 
not mean avoiding any negative impacts – 
which would be impossible (noting also that 
continuation of today’s food system creates 
negative impacts as well). The emphasis 
here is on how costs and risks are allocated. 
In some places, farmers are wealthy enough 
and well able to implement new practices, so 
support needs – and how support should be 
directed – differ greatly by context.

Smallholder farmers, for instance, are crucial 
actors in food system transition given their 
contribution of 50–70% of global food 
production,125 yet many are also highly 
exposed and vulnerable to systemic changes. 
Without support, they would be unable to 
implement changes or to cope with any 
additional costs or risks that changes might 
bring. Impacts on the vulnerability of farm 
workers, food processors, transporters, 
Indigenous Peoples, and other marginalized 

groups, including low-income consumers in 
both rural and urban areas, women, youth and 
migrant workers, also need to be considered.

An equity perspective on burden-sharing 
also draws attention to the fact that there 
is a global dimension to the allocation of 
responsibility for providing transition support. 
The benefits of current practices (cheap 
food, profits along the supply chain) are now 
concentrated in the Global North and in upper-
income segments of the Global South. These 
are also the people (and corporate actors 
and governments) with the greatest financial 
capacity to bear the costs of the transition, 
and who have most power over decisions in 
food value chains globally.

Those who have done the least to cause 
today’s problems, among them poor farmers 
and communities in the Global South, must 
not bear great responsibility for fixing the 
crisis. Fairness also demands that actors in the 
Global North provide financial and technical 
support to actors in the Global South, 
sufficient to catalyse transition to a more just 
and resilient food system, and to manage the 
impacts of doing so. International cooperation 
– and financial support – is also imperative in 
the effort to reduce deforestation globally.126  

Principle 8. Priority for financial 
and other external support 
should be given to those regions, 
industries, workers and citizens 
who are most vulnerable and 
who face the greatest risks or 
challenges and have least capacity 
to fund transformation.

Principle 9. On a global scale, in the 
near term, the burden of shifting 
to more sustainable, low-GHG 
food production and consumption 
should be borne mainly by those 
with the greatest resources and the 
most cumulative responsibility for 
environmental harm.   
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3.3 Tackling the root 
causes of inequality and 
vulnerability
As the analysis up to this point makes clear, 
the injustices and unsustainable practices in 
food systems today are part of much larger 
problems – within societies and on a global 
scale. That means that to create the food 
systems envisioned under Principles 1–9, 
just transition efforts will need to look 
beyond food systems themselves, to address 
the underlying causes of inequality and 
vulnerability. Anything less will achieve only 
modest, incremental progress, potentially 
leaving hundreds of millions of people behind.

Many framings and discussions of just 
transitions explicitly identify the need to 
tackle the underlying sources of inequality or 
vulnerability,127 particularly in the context of 
food systems.128 This reflects a recognition 
of the close links between poverty, human 
rights concerns and food security, and of the 
opportunities that food system transitions 
create to achieve deeper changes in policies 
and practices, and thus advance broader 
development goals. 

Section 3.2 identifies several stakeholder 
groups who are particularly vulnerable to the 
adverse impacts of the transition, including 
smallholder farmers, women, Indigenous 
Peoples, poor consumers, farm workers, and 
rural communities more generally. To some 
extent, their vulnerability is the direct result 
of existing practices and structures in today’s 
food systems. Yet there are much larger 

factors at play as well, such as poverty and 
lack of access to basic services, low wages and 
weak labour protections, and governments 
that prioritize corporate interests and 
high-level development priorities over local 
livelihoods and environmental protection.

Many of these issues have a strong gender 
dimension – for instance, compared with 
men, poor rural women tend to have more 
limited access to decision-making processes, 
technology and technical support, finance, and 
markets,129 and they face greater educational 
barriers. For farmers particularly, global food 
supply chains and markets are also a cause of 
vulnerability and precarity. Indigenous Peoples, 
ethnic minorities and other marginalized 
groups are also disproportionately vulnerable.

Efforts to achieve a just transition in food 
systems need to recognize the root causes of 
inequalities, injustices and vulnerabilities that 
affect stakeholders in those systems, and seek 
to correct them. Some concerns that require 
more attention, and were not discussed 
above, include: 

Insecure access to land and lack of ownership 
are common and significant problems in 
many rural landscapes, especially (but not 
only) in the Global South. Nearly 1 billion 
people worldwide feel vulnerable to eviction 
from their land or property in the next five 
years – a global average of roughly 20% of 
adults.130 Land rights usually consist of layers 
of different rights and may comprise both 
customary and statutory rights, and, where 
this creates conflict or contestation between 
these rights, violence can sometimes result.131  

Often laws that recognize rights are not 
meaningfully implemented or respected 
– for example, in Brazil,132 Indonesia133 and 
the Congo Basin.134 Of the 65% of land 
under customary tenure that is managed by 
Indigenous Peoples and rural communities 
globally, only 18% is formally recognized 
by governments.135 Women’s land tenure is 
particularly likely to go unrecognized, even 
when national laws technically afford them the 

Principle 10. Efforts to transform 
global food systems should 
address the root causes of social 
and economic inequality, food 
insecurity, environmental injustice, 
public health risks, and vulnerability.
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same rights as men.136 Globally, women own 
only 2% of land, and they are more likely to 
experience food insecurity.137  

Even where laws are implemented, there can 
be practical barriers preventing smallholder 
farmers from registering their land and 
claiming ownership. The concentration of 
land ownership in some places is a further 
source of inequality; in Latin America, for 
instance, 1% of farms occupy over half of the 
total agricultural land (and in the extreme, in 
Colombia just 0.4% of farm owners control 
over 67% of the land under production).138  

All this points to the importance of addressing 
land tenure and access as part of a just food 
system transition. Some evidence suggests 
that where communities are granted clear, 
legal forest rights, and where these rights are 
protected by governments, carbon dioxide 
emissions and deforestation tend to be lower,139 
so supporting land and resource tenure for 
local people as a core part of food system 
transition is also likely to positively reinforce the 
ecological goals of sustainability transitions. 

In that context, it is crucial to ensure that the 
process of securing land rights is inclusive and 
takes into account the needs and perspectives 
of all members of society – particularly those 
who now face the worst disparities and 
marginalization. Otherwise, the process 
could unintentionally exacerbate inequalities, 
as women and Indigenous communities, for 
instance, might not benefit.

Violence against those advocating for 
transition in land and resource use practices, 
including in food landscapes, is a feature in 
some parts of the world. Global Witness 
recorded 227 lethal attacks worldwide in 2020 
on people defending their homes, land and 
livelihoods, and ecosystems – and this is likely 
to be a significant underestimate.140 Over 
half of these were in Colombia, Mexico or the 
Philippines, though the list spans Latin America, 
Asia and Africa, and also includes Canada. 

Other forms of violence against activists 
include intimidation, surveillance, sexual 
violence and criminalization. The victims 
are most often smallholder farmers, local 
Indigenous Peoples, and/or women, all of 
whom directly depend on local resources for 
their daily existence.141 The threat of violence 
against people trying to promote positive 
change is a source of great vulnerability for 
some communities, and curbs their enjoyment 
of basic human rights. Fear of violence will also 
curtail women’s access to markets.142 

In rural areas especially, cultural norms 
dictating that women care for children 
and elderly family members, prepare food, 
and fetch water and firewood, effectively 
prevent many from being able to engage 
in productive (i.e. paid) economic activities 
such as farming.143 Many countries have laws 
that specifically limit the livelihood options 
available to women, and consequently many 
women feel it necessary to take on dangerous 
informal work where they are at greater risk of 
violence and other health risks.
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Global food supply chains and markets 
directly influence the precarity of farmer 
livelihoods – and, sometimes, food security. 
Market volatility, driven in part by futures 
trading144 and by the financialization145 of food 
commodities on major world stock markets, 
can greatly affect the incomes of farmers and, 
indirectly, of farm workers.146 It also affects 
food prices for consumers. 

Volatility has become an inherent feature 
of the food market, and will likely reinforce 
the trend observed in some regions towards 
increasingly large, consolidated farms at the 
expense of smallholders (who often have little 
or no capacity to store produce for extended 
periods of time, and thus may have no way to 
ride out short-term price fluctuations).

Corporate practices can also have significant 
impacts on farmers. For example, large agro-
corporations frequently restrict the choices 
that farmers and communities can make to 
self-determine production (e.g. by restricting 
choice of seeds or agro-chemicals), or to get 
fair prices for their produce.147 The prices paid 
to farmers are significantly determined by 
the interconnectedness of global markets, 
so farmers in different corners of the world 
compete with one another,148 even though 
food production methods and contexts are 
highly diverse around the world. 

Addressing these and other problems is not 
only something to aspire to in a just food 
system transition – it may be critical to its 
success. Broadly, poverty and various forms 
of marginalization limit people’s access to 
healthy foods and expose them to economic 
exploitation and environmental impacts. 
This means we need to tackle the causes of 
poverty and exclusion to reach a just food 
system. A well-designed transition can 
provide an opportunity to tackle some of 
these drivers. 

3.4 Applying the principles 
to diverse food system 
transitions
Principles are not a panacea, especially for 
something as large and complex as food 
systems. They are meant as tools to guide 
conversations both at the global level, and in 
specific contexts, and provide some relatively 
broad lanes of approach to a just food system. 
But these are wickedly difficult problems, which 
smallholder farmers and hungry people have 
virtually no power to influence. We need to be 
cognizant of this when applying the principles. 

A single set of principles also cannot 
represent all realities at the local level. Indeed, 
overreliance on global principles could eclipse 
local nuances, which is the opposite of what a 
just food system transition requires. Instead, 
we need to recognize that when applied 
in different regions and different sectoral 
contexts, a good set of principles will generate 
different prescriptions for the transition. In 
other words, there will be different “just 
transitions” in different parts of the world. 
And the vulnerability of food sector actors to 
change varies significantly: some have very 
high incomes and profits, while others earn 
less than a living wage.

In general, if changes in the food system make 
progress on one or more of the criteria in 
Principle 1, without compromising (making 
worse) any of the other criteria – and do so in 
a way that reflects a just process of change 
(Principles 3 to 9) – they will contribute to a just 
transition. However, if advances in one criteria 
undermine another – for instance, if measures 
to reduce GHG emissions somehow deepen 
rural poverty – the transition would in principle 
not qualify as just. 

In practice, however, evaluating such scenarios 
is complicated. For example, if a food-insecure 
region expands food production in a way that 
reduces malnutrition, but also marginally 
increases global GHG emissions, is it really 



fair to say it is an unjust transition? Or by how 
much could measures to make food systems 
more sustainable increase costs to consumers 
before the result is unjust – and how does 
the calculus change if the consumers are in a 
wealthy country vs. a very poor one?

The principles for a just food system transition 
therefore need to recognize, and be applicable 
to, many different contexts and different kinds 
of change, and be applied with nuance. Yet 
calls for just transitions are often simplistic, 
in the food sector as in other sectors. 
Sometimes this is because they promote 
only high-level direction. Or they may focus 
too narrowly on single objectives, like labour, 
or farmer livelihoods – both of which are 
important, but by themselves insufficient 
to ensure a just transition – while ignoring 
interactions between social, economic and 
environmental objectives. 

Working with this complexity is the central 
challenge in defining a set of principles for just 
food system transitions, and appreciating this 
complexity is a central challenge in using the 
principles. Their application requires nuanced 
interpretation in each specific context.

To be useful as a lens for guiding, or assessing, 
changes as they unfold around the world, a 
set of just transition principles must try to 
integrate the needs and challenges of the local 
context and the global context. Furthermore, 
given that the potential for tension to arise 
between certain goals is inevitable, principles 
should ideally help to navigate any trade-offs 
that cannot otherwise be resolved. 
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Box 1: Examples of potential tensions between just transition principles

There are many possible tensions that could arise in seeking to transition to a more just 
global food system. The hypothetical trade-offs presented below may or may not arise in any 
given context. They are noted here to highlight the need for careful consideration in how the 
transition is planned. 

Increasing land and labour productivity vs. employment: The push to increase productivity 
and lower farm costs (to improve farmer livelihoods, reduce food costs, and/or increase food 
security) may drive the uptake of new technologies, which in turn may reduce the number of 
jobs on farms, and result in net employment loss if the number of new jobs created (e.g. in 
agricultural technology and service sectors) is less than those lost on farms.149  

Food security and nutrition vs. sustainability: Boosting agricultural production in many places 
could increase pressure on natural resources (e.g. as freshwater is used for irrigation, or large-
scale monocultures replace mixed landscapes) and require more fertilizer use, which could lead 
to higher levels of pollution and GHG emissions.150 Expanding livestock production in particular 
to increase the availability of protein for those who are now undernourished (in areas of the 
Global South) could also increase GHG emissions. 

GHG emission reductions vs. livelihoods/jobs: The use of technology for more precise 
application of fertilizers/pesticides, which would reduce GHG emissions, could reduce on-farm 
labour. Reducing deforestation means the food system must increase productivity of existing 
farmed areas, which as above could see greater use of technology in place of labour. Reducing 
livestock numbers means job losses in some areas producing meat or dairy today, even if 
new jobs may be created elsewhere. Introducing zero deforestation rules for supply chains to 
reduce forest loss and GHG emissions could prevent some local farmers from being able to sell 
their produce.

Smallholder livelihoods vs. food security: In sub-Saharan Africa, small and diminishing 
farm sizes are going to limit new investment in technological change that could increase 
productivity and local food security. Some suggest that some amount of farm consolidation 
will be needed to overcome this, but this will require alternative employment opportunities 
to enable some farmers and farm workers to shift out of agriculture altogether, since larger 
farms use less labour overall. However, the numbers of jobs outside agriculture is likely to be 
insufficient to enable this.151 

Animal welfare vs. environmental footprint of food production: Livestock intensification can 
be more efficient environmentally, per kilo of meat (or dozen eggs), but will likely exacerbate 
animal welfare issues compared with less intensive production. A shift from beef to chicken 
production will reduce GHG emissions, but result in larger numbers of animals being reared and 
slaughtered under conditions of deprived welfare. 

GHG emission reductions vs. food security: As noted earlier, some changes in agricultural 
practices could increase food costs, and thus potentially affect food security. A recent 
study found that implementing ambitious climate mitigation policies globally could increase 
agricultural commodity prices so much that, without measures to offset the impacts, it could 
cause more hunger than the direct impacts of climate change.152 The study found the risks 
would be most acute in regions such as sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, which are today 
already most vulnerable to hunger.



Some of these tensions emerge from the 
interaction between local and global objectives. 
For example, reducing GHG emissions is 
a global goal. This means there should, in 
theory, be opportunities for some places to 
expand food production in a way that increases 
emissions while the global GHG footprint of 
the food sector is brought down by stronger 
mitigation action in other regions.153

 
The resolution of such tensions is not 
necessarily in avoiding impacts altogether, 
but in how these impacts are subsequently 
managed to achieve the objectives of just 
food system transition. For example:

¥ If additional GHG emissions cannot be 
 avoided as part of an initiative that 
 increases nutrition in areas affected by 
 hunger, the food system – and food system 
 actors – must find ways of reducing 
 emissions elsewhere across the global 
 food system (Principles 1 and 9). 

¥ If local job losses cannot be offset by the 
 creation of new local jobs for these 
 workers, then support for re-training and 
 social protection systems must be 
 available to workers and their families, so 
 their livelihoods are protected (Principle 5). 

¥ If efforts to improve farmer livelihoods 
 and reduce their income vulnerability 
 result in higher prices for food  
 commodities, adverse price effects on 
 poor consumers should be managed 
 through other mechanisms like income 
 support or targeted subsidies (Principle 6).

A key approach to resolving tensions is to be 
clear about which objectives must be met 
by the food system itself (i.e. nutrition and 
food security, production within planetary 
boundaries),i and which could, in theory, be 
met by providing support that comes from 

outside the food system (e.g. provision of 
social safety nets, or central government 
support for regional economic diversification, 
such as through infrastructure investment, 
urban renewal programmes or other 
strategies). This allows for some changes 
within the food system to create certain kinds 
of negative impacts (e.g. job losses), provided 
there are strategies in parallel to effectively 
manage these, especially for vulnerable or 
marginalized stakeholders. 

It also requires clarity on how negative 
impacts at a local level (e.g. increases in 
GHG emissions) might be offset by positive 
changes at a global level (i.e. GHG reductions 
of equivalent or greater scale elsewhere in the 
global food system). This is plausible in theory, 
but what mechanisms exist or are needed to 
ensure that this actually happens? 

At a macro level, the global food system is 
inherently complex, as then is the task of 
promoting a more just food system. It requires 
us to explicitly consider global linkages in the 
food system. For instance, its scope should 
not only take into account the GHG emissions 
produced and consumed domestically in 
any country, but also the impact of food and 
feed that is imported and exported. Climate 
strategies that reduce domestic emissions, 
while increasing food imports that outsource 
and increase total global emissions, are not 
delivering on the goals of a just transition. 
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i A just food system must, first and foremost, provide food – enough nourishment and nutrition to ensure all people have access to a healthy diet. It 
must do so in a way that brings the food sector’s contribution to GHG emissions in line with internationally agreed targets for curtailing the rate of climate 
change (and over time, may need to operate within an even smaller emissions budget than today’s targets reflect). Arguably, GHG emissions reductions 
are agnostic to sector, so reductions could be greater in other sectors to allow more space for the food sector to generate emissions. Practically, however, 
agriculture and food production are responsible for around a quarter of global emissions, so these emissions cannot simply be dealt with in other sectors 
(and in any case there are equity implications to unravel if this was to be argued as acceptable).
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Talk of a just transition usually assumes a 
transition is already happening or expected 
soon. Yet in the food sector, that is far from 
the case. Despite the overwhelming evidence 
that today’s food systems are socially and 
environmentally unsustainable, and some 
modest changes and positive trends in some 
parts of the world, there is little evidence to 
suggest that fundamental changes are under 
way – certainly not on a global scale.

If the food sector continues with “business 
as usual”, then talk of a just transition is not 
only fanciful, but it also focuses on the wrong 
justice questions. It is unjust to be focusing 
on what happens if and when our food system 
“transitions”, when we should instead be 
focused on the injustices and planetary 
impacts of a food system that continues 
along today’s path. 

In that context, the just transition principles 
laid out in this report can be seen as a tool 
for challenging the status quo and mobilizing 
support for systemic change. 

Systemic change will not be easy to agree on, 
given the many vested interests that benefit 
from today’s system, the extensive and 
interconnected ways that the food system 
affects social, economic and environmental 
objectives, and the enormous diversity in 
contexts where (and by whom) food is produced 
– and consumed. Food is essential to human 
survival, and food systems are central to many 
livelihoods, so for many people, particularly in 
rural areas, the stakes are very high. 

We need a clear vision for the future 
where people can see themselves thriving 
– particularly those who are now most 
vulnerable. If people fear that the transition 
will result in their going hungry, losing their 
job, being driven out of business, or otherwise 

being harmed, they will – understandably 
– push back. Farmers, workers and rural 
communities can experience psychological 
stress if there is a perceived pressure to 
“transition”, especially if the path forward is 
unclear. This situation can also lead farmers 
to make financial investments that result in 
stranded assets, or are otherwise wasted.

So how do we move forward?

First, we need to acknowledge and work to 
reverse some systemic inequalities and power 
asymmetries upon which today’s food system 
is built, and which its most powerful actors may 
have limited interest in reforming. The larger 
food transition may be an opportunity to tackle 
these issues, but there is no need to wait. We 
can start working to improve transparency and 
disclosures about our food system, including 
between producers and consumers, for 
instance;154 try to level the playing field between 
producers and corporate buyers; and scale 
up efforts to secure land and natural resource 
tenure in rural communities. 

Second, we need to accelerate trends towards 
healthier and more sustainable diets in the 
Global North (and in upper-income segments 
of the Global South). In some parts of the 
world, there is already a growing interest in 
plant-based foods and meat alternatives, 
for example, as well as in improved nutrition 
as a way to improve health.155 Policies, fiscal 
incentives and public awareness campaigns can 
all contribute to promoting these changes, but 
policies and subsidies that actually encourage 
higher consumption of animal products actively 
work against them.156 In middle-income 
countries where meat demand is still rising, it 
is important to build wider awareness of the 
human health and environmental impacts of 
meat-intensive diets. 

4. Ways forward
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Third, we need to start reshaping our 
institutions to be capable of supporting – and 
potentially driving – a food system transition. 
At the local and national level, this means 
developing social, political and economic 
institutions that ensure fair representation 
and provide different stakeholders a say in all 
decisions over the food system – and land and 
resource use more broadly. Governments need 
mechanisms that can bridge the gaps between 
siloed sector ministries and departments and 
connect their work. Furthermore, because of 
the global interlinkages in food systems, and 
the inevitable tensions between principles 
(discussed in Section 3.4), a global food system 
transition is likely to require some form of 
international coordination. One option might 
be the UN Food Systems Coordination Hub, 
which could help the international community 
to work towards fair burden-sharing. 

When discussing, planning and creating 
policies for change, it is essential to include 
consensus-building measures, to account 
for the often polarized relationship between 

farmers and environmental organizations, 
and sometimes within and between farmer 
oragnizations. Open, constructive dialogue 
between the relevant parties should ensure 
jointly supported roadmaps for transition. 
Dialogue should be framed around concrete 
issues that are directly relevant to people 
in rural areas and food value chains, rather 
than abstract concepts or jargon, and should 
seek to identify concrete, locally appropriate 
solutions. Otherwise, dialogue about 
transition will itself create fear or insecurity for 
those most at risk.

Changing the character of a global food 
system to one that is more socially equitable 
and ecologically sustainable, and in a way that 
is just, is an enormous task. But continuing 
“business as usual” is untenable, given the 
many problems today’s food system creates. 
There is no time to waste; we urgently need to 
start building a just food system that works for 
people, nature and the climate. We hope the 
10 principles presented in this report provide 
helpful guidance and inspiration. 
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