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Abstract
The Coronavirus pandemic has revealed the fragility of our food systems, affecting all dimensions of food 
security and nutrition across the world. It has highlighted how deeply our world is interconnected and 
the importance of better recognising and understanding the interconnections that are intrinsic to these 
systems and their key role in pursuit of the SDGs of the 2030 Agenda. There is now, more than ever, a 
stronger need for a “route change” towards a common action on food systems transformation. Dialogues 
among all stakeholders to redesign the future of tomorrow’s food systems are needed to trigger collective, 
multi-stakeholder actions on the ground, at local, regional and global level, towards more sustainable 
food systems, linking sustainable food production to more healthy and sustainable food consumption. In 
this context CIHEAM, FAO, and the Union for the Mediterranean Secretariat (UfMS) initiated in 2019, a 
joint collaborative effort for the establishment of a multi-stakeholder platform on Sustainable Food Sys-
tems in the Mediterranean to accelerate the shift towards the Agenda 2030 in the Mediterranean region, 
with the Mediterranean diet acting as a driver.
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1. Introduction
The Coronavirus pandemic has revealed the 

fragility of our food systems to shocks, fragilities 
that are particularly damaging the most vulnerable 
populations. The COVID-19 pandemic is affect-
ing food systems and all dimensions of food se-
curity across the world. At the G20 Extraordi-
nary Virtual Leaders’ Summit on COVID-19, on 
March 26, 2020, the FAO Director-General QU 
Dongyu urged leaders from the G20 countries to 
take measures to ensure that global food systems 
continue to work well, particularly in relation to 
access to food for the world’s poor and most vul-
nerable during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Today, over 820 million people are hungry, 
with the recently published report on food crisis 
(FSIN, 2020) suggesting that a further deterio-
ration is expected in 2020. At the same time, a 
substantial proportion of all food produced is 
either lost or wasted, and more than 2 billion 
people are overweight or obese. As stressed in 
its preface by the UN Secretary-General António 
Guterres, “the number of people battling acute 
hunger and suffering from malnutrition is on the 
rise yet again. In many places, we still lack the 
ability to collect reliable and timely data to truly 
know the magnitude and severity of food crises 
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gripping vulnerable populations. And the up-
heaval that has been set in motion by the COV-
ID-19 pandemic may push even more families 
and communities into deeper distress.”

Food systems are not just failing to deliver on the 
goal of eliminating hunger. They are also holding 
back progress towards a number of other SDGs. 
They contribute up to 29 per cent of all GHG emis-
sions, including 44 per cent of methane, signifi-
cantly contributing to climate change. Agriculture 
is also responsible for up to 80 per cent of biodi-
versity loss, for up to 70 per cent of all freshwater 
use and 80 per cent of all deforestation, and more 
than one-quarter of the energy used globally is ex-
pended on food production and supply (UN, 2019).

FAO estimated that to satisfy the needs of a 
growing and richer population with an increased 
demand for animal products, food production 
will have to increase by 60 percent towards 2050 
(Alexandratos and Bruinsma, 2012).

Agro-food systems need to grow within the 
context of a finite and sometimes shrinking re-
source base, and must use natural resources in a 
sustainable manner to preserve the ecosystems 
on which they rely. Such growth needs to be in-
clusive and target broader objectives other than 
just primary production; it must improve effi-
ciencies throughout the food system, from pro-
duction to consumption, to promote sustainable 
practices and diets, within a coherent cultural 
and social framework. Unless food consumption 
and production patterns are better aligned, and 
within planetary boundaries, such pressures will 
increase further (FAO, 2012).

The big question today is whether the food 
systems in their present form are sustainable and 
will provide a reliable cornerstone to guarantee 
the future of the Human System as a whole. The 

1  UN One Planet Network SFS Programme has the goal to accelerate the shift towards more sustainable food sys-
tems, now has 172 members, with a portfolio of 54 initiatives and four task forces. It has been increasingly acknowl-
edged as an important multi-stakeholder partnership for the promotion of sustainable food systems. The HLPF 2018 
Ministerial Declaration recognized the One Planet Network as an implementing mechanism for the SDGs and “called 
upon all stakeholders to adopt a food systems approach”. At the 4th United Nations Environment Assembly in March 
2019, Ministers pledged “to promote sustainable food systems”, and a resolution on reducing food loss and waste was 
adopted with explicit links to the SFS Programme. In June 2019, the FAO Conference endorsed the recommendations 
of FAO’s Committee on Agriculture, including to “support governments, upon request, in adopting a sustainable food 
systems approach” and to “continue its support in strengthening strategic partnerships and platforms, notably the 10-
YFP Sustainable Food Systems Programme (currently named One Planet Network SFS Programme)”. https://www.
oneplanetnetwork.org/sustainable-food-system.

rights of individuals including the right to food 
and nutrition need to be respected.

2. The need for a radical change in food 
systems transformation

Changing course is critical – “business as 
usual” is no longer an option. If food and ag-
ricultural systems remain on their current path, 
the evidence points to a future characterized by 
persistent food insecurity and unsustainable eco-
nomic growth (FAO, 2018a).

In light of the new challenges posed by the on-
going and unprecedented COVID-19 crisis, which 
is putting further strain on food supply chains, 
there is now, more than ever, a stronger need for a 
“route change” towards a common action on food 
systems transformation. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has highlighted how deeply our world is 
interconnected and the importance of better rec-
ognising and understanding the interconnections 
that are intrinsic to these systems and their key 
role in pursuit of the SDGs of the 2030 Agenda. 
The diagram below provides a snapshot of how 
COVID-19 might impede each of the SDGs.

The COVID-19 crisis is an opportunity to ac-
celerate a radical change of route. The pandem-
ic is an opportunity to hit the reset button, with 
scientists and social scientists playing an im-
portant part (Torero, 2020). The complexity of 
global challenges can only be managed through 
collective multistakeholder actions to foster more 
sustainable food systems that are resilient to the 
impacts of full-blown crises. Global commitment 
for a shift towards more sustainable food systems, 
as reflected in the United Nations One Planet 
Network SFS Programme,1 has already increased 
significantly in the international community over 
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Figure 1 - COVID-19 and impacts on SDGs.

Source: UNDESA 2020.

the recent years, supporting this transformational 
change, as part of the collective efforts for achiev-
ing the ambitious goals of the 2030 Agenda.

The UN Food Systems Summit, to be con-
vened by the Secretary-General in 2021, as part 
of the Decade of Action and with the aim of 

maximizing the co-benefits of a food systems 
approach across the entire 2030 Agenda, will 
be a great opportunity to raise the importance of 
food systems transformation to the highest level, 
affirming its centrality to the achievement of the 
majority of the SDGs.
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The 2030 Agenda marks a significant shift 
from traditional development approaches by 
recognizing the important role the private sec-
tor has to play in achieving sustainable devel-
opment for all. Financing the realization of all 
SDGs will require additional annual investments 
of approximately 2.5 trillion USD! Even a dra-
matic increase in official development assistance 
will not be sufficient to close this investment 
gap, and it is thus essential to engage the main-
stream private sector sustainably and to ensure 
that private investments be SDG-compliant or 
aligned. The transformation of food systems is 
key to achieving many SDGs (Ridolfi, 2019).

A recent conference of the Group of Friends 
of Food Security and Nutrition took place on 17 
April 2020 and built the clear link between the 
post COVID-19 recovery and the UN Food Sys-
tems Summit in 2021. The Joint Statement looks 
towards the Food Systems Summit, which “pro-
vides a timely opportunity for all food systems 
actors to strengthen the resilience and sustaina-
bility of our food systems to help galvanize the 
post-emergency recovery through a set of initia-

2 These and other concerns were expressed during an extraordinary video conference that took place on 17 April 
2020, under the auspices of the Group of Friends of Food Security and Nutrition. The conference brought together 
over 270 participants from across the UN and its Member States to discuss actions to mitigate the potential so-
cio-economic impacts of COVID-19 on food availability and supply, and to attain food security. The conference was 
convened by: Emanuela Claudia Del Re, Italy’s Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs, as Chair of the Group of Friends of 
Food Security and Nutrition in New York.

tives focused on innovation, financing, technol-
ogy, partnerships and new levels of regional and 
global collaboration and information sharing.”2

There is indeed a need for a better understand-
ing of links between a sustainable food system, the 
health status of the population, the cost to govern-
ment budgets of the unsustainability of food sys-
tems, as well as the cost of depleting biodiversity, 
excessive water consumption and unacceptable 
levels of climate changing emissions. Dialogues 
among all stakeholders to redesign the future of 
tomorrow’s food systems are needed to trigger col-
lective, multi-stakeholder actions on the ground, at 
local, regional and global level, towards more sus-
tainable food systems, by linking sustainable food 
production to more sustainable food consumption.

Tackling concretely food system transfor-
mation is a very complex and lengthy process. 
Therefore, a change of route towards an integrat-
ed systemic approach to food system transfor-
mation is needed, to avoid narrow technical fixes 
of certain constraints throughout the food sys-
tem while recognizing trade-offs which coun-
tries are facing in coping with different challeng-

Figure 2 - Food Systems 
Interactions and Feedback 
Loops.
Source: Mulet et al., 2019.
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es and when trying to achieve multiple results. 
In all countries, decision-making affecting the 
evolution of food systems is very fragmented, 
and new forms of innovative multi-stakehold-
er strategies and transdisciplinary knowledge 
sharing are urgently required. Never before has 
it been so important to focus collective energy 
and collaborative efforts on promoting resilient, 
sustainable food systems (HLPE, 2020).

There is a need for more transdisciplinary sys-
temic approaches, with science-based evidence 
for validating assumptions on the benefits of 
sustainable food systems, and their trade-offs, in 
different contexts.

A key challenge is to identify interlinkages be-
tween the SDGs using a metric of measurements 
through the SDGs indicators, that accounts for 
different development processes drivers and 
trade-offs and how they can have a positive im-
pact on every stage of food systems (production, 
processing, distribution, sale, consumption in-
cluding food losses and waste).

FAO being custodian of more than 21 indi-
cators for the SDGs is in the position to adapt 
the scientific approach to the concrete, practical 
needs of business in order to add to the policy 
action by governments, the investment push by 
private companies, the financial sector and the 
consumers’ groups. FAO SDG-compliant tools 
will concretely support food systems transfor-
mation to pursue the SDGs achievement.

3. Can the COVID-19 crisis help to accelerate 
the food systems transformation?

The entire food system is touched by the 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, from pri-
mary supply, to processing, to trade as well as 
national and international logistics systems, to 
intermediate and final demand (Schmidhuber et 
al., 2020).

A challenge will be to build on, and sustain 
some of the potentially positive adaptations that 
we are seeing towards re-localization and re-en-
gagement with food, while mitigating against 
some possibly negative developments such as 
greater reliance on longer shelf life products, 
and significant reductions in demand for high-
er value products focused on export markets, 

which could hit some sectors particularly hard. 
In addition, we also need to recognize that we 
may still only be in the early stages of a deeper 
economic crisis. Questions triggered by the cri-
sis will however remain valid for the post crisis:

Will consumers and the larger distributors 
look for food on the shelf with longer life span? 
Is this going to affect the way we perceive the 
role of fresh fruits and vegetables seen as a part 
of a healthier diet?

While shorter supply chains can be more re-
silient to shocks of the magnitude of the virus, 
is a shift in this direction compatible with effi-
cient globalised food systems, mainly operating 
through commodities crossing borders? Where 
is the balance?

While, the private sector will be a key stake-
holder in designing and delivering scalable and 
practical solutions for food systems transfor-
mation, that advance food security, protect the 
environment and ensure economic opportuni-
ties by increasing resilience and sustainabili-
ty, the impact of COVID-19 on food security 
and nutrition also highlights the importance of 
strengthening governments’ role in protecting 
marginalized populations who have less pow-
er and resources to adapt to crisis, and already 
have difficulty accessing nutritious foods. At 
the G20-Argentina, in 2018, within the session 
on “Redirecting investment for a global food 
system that is sustainable and promotes healthy 
diets”, the need for more and better quality pri-
vate sector investment in food systems for the 
achievement of the SDGs was strongly under-
scored. By taking into consideration how re-
cent developments in food systems have result-
ed in new challenges and controversies, both 
with respect to their sustainability, and the ex-
tent to which they are contributing to diets that 
are more nutritious, the key challenge was how 
to redirect investment such that it is both ade-
quate to drive dynamic food systems develop-
ment and has the quality of promoting inclusive 
and sustainable systems. This challenging issue 
was addressed through three areas of action: 
instruments that translate growing consumer 
awareness into SDG compliant investment; 
instruments that encourage investment in food 
systems in high risk contexts; and improve-
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ments to food system governance (Morrison et 
al., 2018). All three actions are closely related 
to the Mediterranean region context.

4. The Mediterranean as a region ripe for 
a transformation towards more sustainable 
food systems

The Mediterranean region, around mare nos-
trum, at the crossroads between the African, Asian 
and European continents is facing unprecedented 
and interdependent health/nutritional, environ-
mental, economic and socio-cultural challenges 
that affect food security, nutrition and sustainabil-
ity of all countries (CIHEAM/FAO, 2015).

To deliver more sustainable food systems in 
the Mediterranean region, new forms of inno-
vative multi-stakeholder joint strategies and 
transdisciplinary knowledge sharing dialogues 
are foreseen as necessary between the Northern 
and the Eastern/Southern shores, where there is 
a stronger need of scientific research and data for 
impacts assessment, as well as capacity building 
and innovation.

CIHEAM, FAO, and the Union for the Med-
iterranean Secretariat (UfMS) initiated in 2019 
a joint collaborative effort, inclusive of all in-
terested stakeholders, towards the establishment 
of a multi-stakeholder platform on Sustainable 
Food Systems in the Mediterranean (the SFS 
MED Platform).3 The Platform offers a unique 
opportunity for piloting and validating a “change 
of route”, and tracking its navigation towards 
food systems transformation in the region. It will 
bring together different mandates for mobilizing 
stronger partnerships towards more resilient sus-
tainable food systems in the Mediterranean.

The SFS MED Platform, by taking into ac-
count the differences of food systems in the 
Mediterranean region, on both Northern and 
Eastern/Southern shores, will foster a better 
understanding of the interconnections between 
individual SDGs and the multi-dimensional na-

3 The process for the establishment of the SFS MED Platform is conceived as a tripartite effort, inclusive of all 
interested stakeholders, triggered at the 2° World Conference on the Revitalization of the Mediterranean Diet on 
“Strategies towards More Sustainable Food Systems in The Mediterranean Region. The Mediterranean Diet as a 
Lever for Bridging Consumption snd Production in a Sustainable and Healthy Way”, held in Palermo, in May 2019. 
https://www.iamb.it/uploads/attachments/954/Palermo_Conference_Summary_Report__1_.pdf.

ture of the food sustainability through a holis-
tic systemic approach, context-specific for the 
Mediterranean, in response to the multiple and 
interconnected challenges the Mediterranean 
countries are facing today.

In all Mediterranean countries, decision-mak-
ing affecting the evolution of food systems is 
very fragmented. One of the main challenges 
that food system transformation faces is a very 
limited understanding not only of the perfor-
mance of food systems but also of the trade-offs 
between the different objectives, SDGs and as-
sociated targets to be achieved through food sys-
tems interventions and transformation.

There is a strong need for scientific evidence 
including greater availability of local data, in 
the context of the assessment of food systems 
sustainability, and in providing a sound scien-
tific basis for actions towards more sustainable 
food system.

5. The Mediterranean diet: a formidable 
driver

The Mediterranean is currently seen mostly as 
a dividing sea between the two shores, however 
history tells otherwise. Culturally diverse coun-
tries are still united within the Mediterranean 
diet heritage, acknowledged in 2010 by UNES-
CO as an intangible cultural heritage of Human-
kind (UNESCO, 2010).

The Mediterranean diet, as an expression of the 
diversity of Mediterranean food cultures and their 
different food production, processing and culi-
nary systems, has not yet been recognized as a re-
source for promoting sustainable development in 
the Mediterranean region (Lepellere et al., 2019).

Data show a decline in adherence to the Med-
iterranean dietary pattern in all Mediterranean 
countries (da Silva et al., 2009; Vareiro et al., 
2009). All Mediterranean countries are pass-
ing through a “nutrition transition” in which 
under-nutrition problems (wasting, stunting, 
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underweight) and micronutrient deficiencies co-
exist with over-nutrition problems (overweight, 
obesity) and diet-related chronic non-commu-
nicable diseases (Aounallah-Skhiri et al., 2011; 
Belahsen, 2014; Nasreddine et al., 2018). This 
growing nutrition transition in the Mediterrane-
an which is leading to a “triple burden of mal-
nutrition” is alarming as it has a negative impact 
not only on health but also on food systems (CI-
HEAM/FAO, 2015).

Therefore, there is a need for a change of route 
to revitalize the Mediterranean diet, as a lever to 
linking sustainable food consumption and pro-
duction, a precondition for sustainable Mediter-
ranean food systems. The diversity and variety 
of the food characteristics of the Mediterranean 
diet, if valorised, can drive a variety of demands, 
therefore influencing food production supportive 
of greater biodiversity: this is the extraordinary 
essence of the Mediterranean region.

In recent years within the international debate 
on the sustainability of food systems, the interest 
for the Mediterranean diet, acknowledged as one 
of the healthiest diets in the world, has started 
to be analysed by CIHEAM and FAO (Burl-
ingame and Dernini, 2012; Dernini et al., 2013), 

as a dietary pattern with multiple sustainability 
benefits and country-specific variations: 1) Rec-
ognized and well-documented major health and 
nutrition benefits, in the prevention of chronic 
diseases and in reducing public health costs as 
well as in the overall improvement of well-be-
ing; 2) Low environmental impacts and richness 
in biodiversity, appreciation of biodiversity val-
ue, reduction of pressure on natural resources 
and mitigation of climate change; 3) High posi-
tive local economic returns, sustainable territori-
al development, reduction of rural poverty, and 
high performance in reduction of food waste and 
loss; 4) High social and cultural value of food, 
growth of mutual respect, identity recovery, 
social inclusion and consumer empowerment 
(Dernini et al., 2017).

6. From Blue Growth to Green and Circular 
Economy as key for a food systems 
transformation towards sustainability in the 
Mediterranean

The Mediterranean sea is the main element 
bridging all countries facing it as well as their 
different food systems. Today around ten per-

Source: adapted from Dernini et al., 2017.

Figure 3 - The multiple sustainable benefits of the Mediterranean diet.



NEW MEDIT N. 3/2020

126

cent of the global population relies on fisheries 
and aquaculture for their livelihoods, but the 
very large majority of the total number of people 
involved in fisheries are some of the poorest and 
most vulnerable in the world.

The SFS MED Platform intends to address 
this situation by bringing in blue growth at the 
core. It is extremely important, both for the in-
dividuals and for the communities concerned, as 
well as for the success of the fisheries improve-
ment, that new jobs be created.

There is also a need to acknowledge old envi-
ronmental problems such as biodiversity hazards 
and land-based oceanic pollution, co-exist with 
new ones like plastic and other pollutants and 
climate change. Therefore, there is a need to put 
“all our efforts” and appropriate resources, both 
technical and socio-economic, into coping with 
and solving these challenges. Using both old and 
new methods and not forgetting the old ones just 
because we have new ones. In fact the old ones 
can be just as appropriate, and maybe more so, 

4 http://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/28463/K1901029.pdf?sequence=6&isAllowed=y.

under various circumstances and stages of de-
velopment, for the benefit of a larger part of the 
global population (Mathiesen, 2019).

More green, blue and circular economy is at 
the core of SFS MED food systems transforma-
tion for driving more sustainable development in 
the region and a better quality of livehoods for 
all. It is paramount to safeguard the position of 
farmers and fishers in the value chain, to pro-
mote “green” and “blue” growth, as well as a 
circular economy, and to encourage sustainable 
food consumption and ensure affordable and 
healthy food for all.

The adoption of sustainable consumption and 
production patterns (SCP) as a means of achiev-
ing a Green Economy and Blue Growth has been 
recognized as an integral part of the 2030 Agen-
da.4 Sustainable food systems are also among 
the key elements of the European Green Deal, 
which cannot be achieved without addressing 
the issue of food sustainability, as underscored 
in the EU Farm to Fork Strategy.

Figure 4 - The Food 
System Wheel.
Source: FAO, 2018a.
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7. Conclusions

Global and local coordination are essential in 
our fragile planetary environment, to ensure that 
the outcomes of all initiatives and actions are 
sustainable, resilient and in line with the SDGs.

Global challenges can be better managed 
through collective multistakeholder actions 
towards more resilient and sustainable food 
systems that also can prevent or mitigate full-
blown crises. Food systems are at the centre of 
many challenges facing the international com-
munity. These challenges are all interrelated 
and require a SFS context-specific approach, 
for each sector and each country to find their 
own appropriate solutions.

Moreover, food systems worldwide are becom-
ing increasingly interconnected, through global, 
regional and local markets and supply chains, 
and, therefore, there is a need to identify the inter-
linkages between the SDGs, development chal-
lenges, drivers, processes, outcomes and trade-
offs and how they can have a positive impact on 
every stage of food systems (production, process-
ing, distribution, sale, consumption).

Current challenges need to be tackled through 
a renewed innovative vision of a “change of 
route”, on sustainable food systems transforma-
tion that requires linking sustainable consump-
tion and production (SCP), at diverse scales. 
Hence, with the focus on people, there is a need 
to better understand food-related choices and 
drivers as related to their cultural, social, eco-
nomic and environmental circumstances.

The complexity of interdependent challenges, 
requires a rethinking on new forms of collabora-
tive transdisciplinary exchanges, science-based 
evidences and multistakeholder partnerships, and 
local knowledge-sharing, towards sustainable food 
systems transformation in different challenging 
contexts, such as the Mediterranean region.

Member States, academia, civil society or-
ganisations and the private sector will be key 
in crafting, built on “knowledge”, the solution 
via more sustainable food systems (SFS) in the 
Mediterranean region, with the Mediterranean 
diet acting as a driver, connecting the nutritional 
well-being of the individual and the communi-
ty to the sustainability of natural resources, and 

reaffirming the notion that the health of humans 
cannot be isolated from the health of ecosystems 
(Berry et al., 2015).
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