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Food n poltcs
Damen Conaré and Ncolas Brcas

e public food policies adopted in Brazil, Canada and France – at both national 
and local levels – oer valuable insights. ere is a proliferation of initiatives 
encouraging new civil society stakeholders to engage in food systems and thus 
address emerging issues. e challenges of intersectorality and participation 
remain to be addressed, and new power dynamics need to be imposed.

Consumer practces (Chapter 18), ctzen ntatves (Chapter 19) and corporate 
socal and envronmental responsblty (Chapter 20) all contrbute to the 
transformaton of food systems, but they are not enough; they must be coupled 
wth publc polces that enable structural change.

Hstorcally, publc polcy has focused on two man concerns surroundng food: 
rst, makng sure that there are sucent food supples to feed the populaton. 
s has nvolved ether agrcultural polces to ncrease food producton wth a 
vew to achevng self-sucency or trade polces to resort to cheap food mports 
from nternatonal markets. e second concern has been ensurng the safety and 
nutrtonal qualty of foods to protect consumers’ health.

e other dmensons of food – socal, cultural, ethcal and envronmental – 
have been relatvely absent from publc polcy debates and agendas but seem 
to have become legtmate themes agan (Foulleux and Mchel, 2022). New 
food polces that gve greater mportance to sustanablty ssues are now 
beng mplemented at derent scales. ey enable the ncluson of new actors 
strvng for change and thus contrbute to dsruptng oen long-standng power 
dynamcs. e challenge s both to pursue cross-cuttng polces – breakng 
wth sectoral approaches to food (governed n a rather compartmentalzed 
way by departments or mnstres respectvely n charge of agrculture, the 
envronment, health, educaton, the economy, socal aars, culture etc.) – and 
to ensure complementarty and nteracton between the derent poltcal scales.
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From the scale of urban regons . . . 

e end of the twenteth century saw metropolses around the world regan 
socal, poltcal and economc power. Beyond the demographc weght of these 
metropolses, ths rse n power s partly due to states’ nancal dsengagement 
from urban plannng and the transformaton of producton systems n a globalzed 
world (Brand et al., 2017): globalzaton has dsconnected the largest ctes from 
ther natonal economes and even removed them from ther terrtoral roots. 
As a result, the food sector represents a tremendous opportunty for ctes to 
re-establsh tes – sometmes lost – wth ther productve and food-supplyng
envronment. But t also oers a chance to reconnect wth ther past as ‘organc 
ctes’ pror to the Industral Revoluton, when ctes were stll lterally shaped 
by food (Steel, 2008). Snce the early 1990s, ctes have become ncreasngly 
nterested n how to meet the expectatons of cty dwellers and mprove ther 
food supply. At the terrtoral level, ths trend has nvolved a prolferaton of food 
relocalzaton ntatves (Chapter 17).

s profuson of nnovatons s begnnng to be ncorporated nto food 
strateges developed by urban local governments (ctes, conurbatons, 
metropolses etc.), whch have a number of levers for acton at ther dsposal: 
calls for tenders for collectve caterng procurement (school canteens, hosptals 
and other publc nsttutons), the protecton of farmland, commercal urban 
plannng and nfrastructure management, the establshment of governance 
frameworks such as local food polcy councls, actons n soldarty wth the most 
dsadvantaged and smlar communty-focused measures (Deakn et al., 2016; 
Dansero et al., 2017; Battersby and Watson, 2018; Cabannes and Marocchno, 
2018; Te et al., 2020).

e cty of Belo Horzonte n Brazl (2.5 mllon nhabtants) s oen consdered 
a poneer for havng developed an ntegrated polcy to ght food nsecurty as 
early as 1993. s strategy, coordnated by a Muncpal Secretarat for Food 
Securty and Nutrton, has stood out for ts framework for acton (spannng 
from producton to consumpton), the exblty of ts measures, ts attenton to 
urban-rural lnks and ts socal justce objectve (Rocha and Lessa, 2009). e cty 
has mplemented varous measures that have subsequently nspred many other 
muncpaltes, such as fundng subsdzed prces at ‘people’s restaurants’ that serve
up to 20,000 meals per day, runnng school canteen programmes n more than 200 
schools, supportng grocery shops to sell frut and vegetables at reduced prces, 
establshng peasant markets n the cty for per-urban farmers and runnng food 
educaton programmes. s polcy, whch very quckly acheved results n the 
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ght aganst food nsecurty, owes ts success to several factors: the poltcal wll to 
launch a far-reachng programme; the competence and motvaton of a muncpal 
team eager to prove that a publc polcy to ght poverty could be eectve; and 
last but not least, all ths at an estmated cost of 1–2 per cent of the total muncpal 
budget for a target populaton estmated at nearly 800,000 nhabtants every day 
(Rocha, 2001).

Urban areas n North Amerca have also been expermentng wth food 
polces – or rather strateges – snce the early 1990s (Neuner et al., 2011). e 
Canadan metropols of Toronto s partcularly emblematc n ths regard (Blay-
Palmer, 2009). In 1992, t ntated a Food Polcy Councl as an nstrument to 
promote ‘food democratzaton’, comprsng communty actvsts, poltcans, 
academcs, trade unons and agrcultural and busness representatves (Welsh and 
MacRae, 1998). ese local food councls have snce become more wdespread 
and have stmulated local democratc processes (Guthman, 2008; Lang et al., 
2009; Starr, 2009). More broadly, urban food polces have also multpled around 
the world, ncludng n Mexco Cty, Medellín (Colomba), Rosaro (Argentna), 
Gampaha (Sr Lanka), Narob (Kenya) and Accra (Ghana), among many other 
examples.

In 2015, the Mlan Urban Food Polcy Pact was sgned. It now counts 211 
sgnatory muncpaltes around the world, whch have voluntarly commtted 
‘to develop[ng] sustanable food systems [. . .] that provde healthy and aordable 
food to all people’, through the adopton of actons n the areas of governance, 
socal equty, support for food producton, food procurement, the ght aganst 
waste and related sustanablty ntatves. s nternatonal networkng of urban 
food movements opens up opportuntes for exchange and, above all, strengthens 
the legtmacy of these actons at the local level.

e urban food polces mplemented, however, are oen stll fragmented 
and address only one of the multple facets of food systems or do not seek to 
explctly mpact the food system at other scales (Hodgson, 2012). Food-related 
actvtes present a challenge for urban governments, as they need to nclude 
representatves from derent segments of socety (ctzens, busnesses, academa, 
publc authortes), derent levels of governance (from local to nternatonal) 
and derent publc polcy sectors (agrculture, socal aars, health, educaton, 
envronmental aars, urban plannng etc.). What s more, natonal or regonal 
polces may lmt or even conct wth a muncpal authorty’s actons. For 
example, n late 2020, the French Councl of State refused mayors the rght to 
ssue ‘ant-pestcde’ decrees. Eectve mechansms to ensure the engagement of 
multple sectors and actors are also oen lackng (De Cunto et al., 2017).
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More speccally, the comparatve analyss of a large number of urban food 
polcy documents reveals several ponts (Sonnno et al., 2019; Candel, 2020):

 – e objectves set are hghly smlar, wth a few partcular themes appearng 
most oen: farmng and local producton, educaton and economc 
development. Crucally mssng s clmate change mtgaton.

 – ere s lttle use of regulatory nstruments and a lack of clear mplementaton 
targets wth deadlnes.

 – ere s a ‘mssng mddle’, that s, a lack of objectves surroundng processng 
and dstrbuton and of ntegraton of the actors from these sectors. Actvtes 
are mostly regulated at the regonal, natonal and nternatonal levels.

s last pont shows that there s lttle ntegraton, n ctes’ food strateges, 
of the spaces outsde the terrtores that feed them. s can cause ctes to lose 
sght of broader systemc ssues and reveals that, through ther strateges, they 
are n fact actng only on a small part of ther food system. Hence, nvestng n a 
better understandng of the food ows that ntersect n ctes allows the latter to 
grasp how they t nto a wder food system, the ssues ths rases and what they 
can do to address them (Gaspard, 2020).

Fnally, regardng governance, a comparatve analyss of food polcy dynamcs 
n Toronto and Brussels has hghlghted the need for the actors nvolved to 
demonstrate reexvty (Manganell, 2020), that s, the capacty to readjust over tme, 
renvent themselves or reformulate objectves and revse actons n order to adapt 
to nevtable changes n the local soco-economc and nsttutonal envronment 
(electons, admnstratve changes etc.). It also seems mportant to  document 
successes and not to take the legtmacy of local food acton for granted.

. . . to the natonal and regonal scales

e case of Brazl s emblematc of a natonal food polcy that has drawn on local 
experences and has fuelled them n turn. e longevty of the aforementoned 
food securty programmes carred out n Belo Horzonte was sgncantly 
aded by a factor that played out at the natonal level. When Presdent Lula 
da Slva was elected n 2003, he mmedately made the man objectve of hs 
presdency to elmnate hunger n Brazl and, to ths end, to form a Natonal 
Councl for Food and Nutrton Securty (CONSEA) brngng together derent 
stakeholders of the food systems. s operaton was a success: n 2014, the UN 
Food and Agrculture Organzaton (FAO) declared that Brazl was no longer 
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on the ‘Hunger Map’, wth less than 5 per cent of the populaton consdered 
undernourshed.

e natonal ‘Zero Hunger’ strategy developed under the Lula government n 
2004 replcated many of the programmes developed n Belo Horzonte ten years 
earler and allocated resources to local food securty ntatves. In turn, the Zero 
Hunger strategy played a very mportant role n the contnuaton and growth of 
the programmes n Belo Horzonte: aer 2004, n partnershp wth the federal 
government, the cty was able to ncrease the number of ‘people’s restaurants’, 
expand ts food bank and mprove ts school meal programme. anks to the 
federal Food Acquston Programme (PAA), the cty was also ncentvzed to 
buy produce for ts restaurants and food bank drectly from small famly farmers. 
Fnally, the legslaton passed as part of the Natonal School Feedng Programme 
(PNAE) requred that 30 per cent of federal funds be earmarked for the purchase 
of food produced by famly farms (Rocha et al., 2012).

Smlarly, n Canada, metropoltan-level ntatves launched from the 1990s 
onwards ultmately stmulated a natonal drve to establsh a ‘Food Polcy for 
Canada’. e overarchng vson of ths polcy, adopted n 2019 wth a ve-year 
nvestment budget of CAD134 mllon, s that ‘all people n Canada are able to 
access a sucent amount of safe, nutrtous, and culturally dverse food and 
that Canada’s food system s reslent and nnovatve, sustans [the country’s] 
envronment and supports [ts] economy’. Prorty areas for acton nclude support 
for local authortes, the ‘Buy Canadan Promoton Campagn’, food securty 
n Frst Natons, Inut and Méts communtes and combatng food waste. s 
polcy was partcularly nformed by publc consultatons conducted n 2017 wth 
many stakeholders n the Canadan food system and s supported by a Canadan 
Food Polcy Advsory Councl (Levkoe and Wlson, 2019).

In France, the 2014 Law for the Future of Agrculture promoted the launch 
of terrtoral food projects (projets alimentaires territoriaux, PAT) to develop the 
‘jont assessment of local agrcultural producton and food needs n a lvng or 
consumpton area’. In practce, the vast majorty of PAT are led by urban local 
authortes. s mpetus from the state, wthout dedcated fundng, ntated a 
vast movement of local farmng and food ntatves. It has been renforced by 
the 2018 Egalm Law’s target for sustanable and qualty products to account for 
50 per cent of state procurement – wth organc products to make up 20 per cent 
of school caterng supply – along wth relatvely sgncant fundng dedcated to 
PAT as part of France’s 2020–1 Natonal Recovery and Reslence Plan.

Admttedly, these nnovatons – whch are manly focused on promotng 
better market gardenng practces, developng short supply chans, preservng 
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farmland and supplyng collectve caterng or food soldarty ntatves wth local 
food – account for only a small part of our daly det. As such, they do not fully 
challenge conventonal food systems. Nevertheless, PAT open up the possblty 
of new types of food-based partnershps wthn a terrtory between actors that 
prevously dd not typcally work together or dd not have the opportunty to do 
so, for nstance, between chambers of agrculture, urban local authortes and 
actors nvolved n socal work. ese relatonshps proved partcularly valuable 
and eectve for respondng to emergency stuatons of hgh food nsecurty 
durng the perods of lockdown assocated wth the COVID-19 epdemc (France 
Urbane, 2020).

In France, ths decentralzaton of food polces contrasts wth more centralzed 
publc polces developed n slos. From the early twenteth century, food polces 
focused on regulatng food safety, labellng and other sgns of food product qualty. 
e core concern was buldng condence n the food beng sold, purchased and 
consumed. From the 2000s, successve Natonal Nutrton and Health Programs 
(Programmes nationaux nutrition santé, PNNS) were then set up, steered by the 
Mnstry of Health. ese marked the advent of the ‘nutrtonalzaton’ of food 
polces (Chapter 9). Meanwhle, the Mnstry of Agrculture and Food retaned 
control of a Natonal Food Plan (Plan national pour l’alimentation, PNA), tself 
lnked to the PNNS (Foulleux and Mchel, 2022). Fnally, the COVID-19 crss 
and the ensung rse n poverty have accelerated the revew of food nsecurty 
polcy, wth the establshment of a Natonal Coordnaton Commttee for the 
Fght aganst Food Precarty (Comité national de coordination de la lutte contre 
la précarité alimentaire, Cocolupa) and a new roadmap sgnallng a move away 
from a response exclusvely based on food ad, and to recognze that food has a 
socal and cultural dmenson and s not lmted to meetng nutrtonal needs 
(Chapter 15).

At the European level, natonal agrcultural polces are prmarly dctated by 
the Common Agrcultural Polcy (CAP), whch has an annual budget of almost 
€60 bllon and ams to help farmers weather the rsks of agrcultural commodty 
markets and stablze ther ncome. e CAP ensures the regonal coherence of the 
European nternal market and protects t from potental socal and envronmental 
dumpng by nternatonal competton. Successve reforms to ‘green’ the CAP – 
that s, to make ad to farmers condtonal on more envronmentally frendly 
agrcultural practces – have always been dsappontng. e CAP, whch s 
hghly focused on producton and trade, largely escapes publc debate as prvate 
ctzens tend to be unfamlar wth ths hghly complex techncal polcy. It s 
governed by forms of regulaton or decson-makng processes n whch ndustry 
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representatves carry consderable weght and defend the status quo to avod 
losng the nancal support that ther ndustres have enjoyed for many years, 
namely the ‘agrcultural professon’ – through ts majorty unons – the upstream 
agrcultural ndustres (supplers of nputs such as seeds, agrcultural equpment 
and phytosantary products) and food processng players (Foulleux and Mchel, 
2022). s stuaton contrbutes to lockng n and, n a way, nsttutonalzng 
the derent socotechncal dmensons of an agrondustralzed food system (De 
Schutter, 2017).

Food polcy as a combat sport

To make food a poltcal object that can be approprated by ctzens on a 
European scale, a number of cvl socety actors (NGOs, thnk tanks, trade 
unons, research bodes, consumer assocatons etc.) have joned forces and 
formed the EU Food Polcy Coalton (EUFPC). s coalton advocates an 
ntegrated European food polcy to replace the CAP, takng varous concerns 
nto account: food soveregnty, clmate change, envronmental protecton, socal 
justce and nternatonal soldarty, and anmal welfare. e coalton carres out 
lobbyng and advocacy work n Brussels to put new ssues on the agenda of CAP 
negotatons and to ensure that proposals arsng from the European Parlament 
are properly addressed n the decson-makng process. e coalton’s postons 
are partcularly nformed by a report from the Internatonal Panel of Experts on 
Sustanable Food Systems (IPES-Food, 2019), Towards a Common Food Policy 
for the European Union: e policy Reform and Realignment at Is Required to 
Build Sustainable Food Systems in Europe. Terrtoral and especally urban food 
polces – whch make far more room for consumer concerns than agrcultural 
polces – nspred the proposals for ths European polcy.

Another way to change the balance of power between food system stakeholders 
would be to foster the rse of local and regonal authortes’ nuence on the 
decson-makng processes that aect them (such as those surroundng the 
CAP), but n whch they stll have lttle to no representaton. In ths respect, t 
s nterestng to observe the evoluton of natonal and nternatonal networks 
of local authortes such as Terres en vlle, France Urbane, Organc Ctes 
Network Europe, the sgnatory ctes of the Mlan Pact, the members of the 
Local Governments for Sustanablty network (ICLEI) and the network of ctes 
commtted to clmate acton (C40). ese collectves, whch ntally very much 
focused on sharng experences, are begnnng to develop advocacy work n 
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order to carry more weght n natonal or nternatonal bodes, where polces 
that exceed the scale of the terrtores but greatly mpact them are dscussed and 
developed.

A 2045 food system transformaton forecast scenaro calls on cvl socety to 
‘take up the torch’ to prevent a ‘busness as usual’ scenaro (IPES-Food and ETC 
Group, 2021). To do so, cvl socety, organzed as a ‘vsonary movement’, must 
develop deeper, broader and more eectve collaboratons than ever before. s 
scenaro nvolves four nterdependent paths:

 – Rootng food systems n dversty, agroecology and human rghts;
 – Transformng governance structures;
 – Shng nancal ows (redrectng R&D and techncal budget lnes, reformng 

major commodty subsdes, levyng junk food and taxng corporatons farly); 
and

 – Rethnkng the modaltes of cvl socety collaboraton.

e report, however, hghlghts certan dcultes nvolved n establshng 
such a ‘vsonary movement’: the vctores acheved rsk beng only temporary 
or potentally beng reapproprated by other actors or nsucent n the face 
of the key challenges ahead (clmate change, loss of bodversty, declne n sol 
fertlty).

On a perhaps less ambtous scale, cvl socety or ctzens themselves are 
already  takng acton by expermentng wth or nventng new processes.  In 
France, the Natonal Food Conferences (États généraux de l’alimentation, EGA), 
launched n 2000 by Prme Mnster Lonel Jospn and then n 2017 by 
Presdent Emmanuel Macron, have brought together all stakeholders concerned 
wth agrcultural and food ssues and gven ctzens a voce through publc 
consultatons. At the terrtoral level, partcpatory workshops open to ctzens and 
dgtal consultatons have also been organzed to contrbute to the development 
of terrtoral food polces. For example, the Occtane regon launched ts rst 
dgtal consultaton n 2018, wth the partcpaton of 55,000 nhabtants and the 
organzaton of fourteen publc meetngs n derent locatons to dentfy actons 
to be taken. e analyss of ths consultaton helped to buld the ‘Pacte régional 
pour une alimentation durable en Occitanie’ (regonal pact for sustanable food n 
Occtane), the man lnes of whch were put to a vote through a second dgtal 
consultaton that receved 45,000 submssons.

Whle such consultatons do nvolve ctzens n the reecton process, most 
of the people who take part are ‘nformed’ ctzens. In order to better take nto 
account everyone’s opnons, the ctzens’ conventons model, based on random 
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selecton, was mplemented on a natonal scale n 2019 for a clmate consultaton 
and n 2020 for the natonal strategc plan for the future Common Agrcultural 
Polcy (Plan stratégique national de la future politique agricole commune, PSN-
PAC) (CNDP, 2021). e latter debate reached over 1.8 mllon people and gave 
rse to over 1,000 proposals. Such conventons have also been carred out at 
terrtoral level, for nstance, n Pars n 2021, to develop the cty’s sustanable food 
polcy. ese consultatons have clearly revealed the dscrepancy between the 
proposals made by ctzens and the polces mplemented to date (Cholet, 2021). 
Furthermore, some of the polces that have resulted from these conventons, 
such as the Egalm Law followng the EGAs, the Clmate and Reslence Law 
based on the Ctzens’ Clmate Conventon, and the PSN-PAC, have been 
deemed dsappontng by cvl socety, revealng the consderable nuence of 
lobbes n mantanng the status quo or pushng for a slow transton n spte of 
envronmental emergences.

ese new forms of ctzen expresson have nevertheless legtmzed the 
general populaton’s desre for a rapd and ambtous transformaton of food 
systems. One can post that the domnant players n these systems wll not 
be able to reman nderent to ths aspraton for very long. ese forms of 
expresson have helped to pave the way for new forms of food democracy whch 
could lead to the mplementaton, for example, of a food socal securty system 
(see Box 22.1).

Box 22.1  For a food socal securty system

Dominique Paturel

Guded by the concept of ‘food democracy’ (Paturel and Ndaye, 2020), one 
can note the gross nequalty n access to freely chosen food and to healther 
food. e characterstcs of these nequaltes of access are trvalzed n 
manstream dscourse and conceal class dynamcs. ey become vsble f we 
take a step asde and adopt the perspectve of ‘eaters’, a poston that we all 
share. Furthermore, socal and health polces generalze these nequaltes by 
desgnatng a populaton as ‘vulnerable’ and provdng targeted assstance. e 
approach s underpnned by a lberal concepton of soldarty based on a neo-
paternalstc approach.

A response based on the socal protecton model oers an nterestng avenue 
to enable all nhabtants of France to regan control of the food system(s) 
and to be n a poston to do so. e answer cannot come from ‘nformed’ 
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Concluson

e challenge, to transform food systems, s no longer to rase awareness and 
convnce people that the stuaton s gettng worse. Clmate change, the collapse 
of bodversty, rsng poverty and food nsecurty, the exploson of nequaltes 
and the monopolzaton of wealth by an ever smaller frnge of the populaton 
are all glarngly obvous. e system that has produced ths stuaton s n the 
hands of actors who have bult ther wealth and power on t and are keen to 
mantan ther postons, as demonstrated by the successve falures of debates 
on agrcultural polces, partcularly the CAP. s s therefore now well and 
truly a matter of restorng a balance of power.

Many ctzen ntatves, corporate strateges and polcy measures to accelerate 
the transformaton of food systems are currently beng dented and tested. 
e assocated demands are largely drven by cvl socety organzatons as well 
as by ‘nformed’ and actvst ctzens. e results of the Ctzens’ Conventons 
show that, provded ctzens can nform themselves and engage n debate, ther 
proposals also call for ambtous change. Local authortes tacklng these ssues 
are lkewse alles. Food has once agan become an emnently poltcal ssue. Just 
as well.

or actvst ctzens alone. e model of a general socal securty system (for 
health) appears to provde the rght framework for a way forward.

Food socal securty s founded on two pllars:

– Eectve socal democracy, of whch the rght to sustanable food s the 
cornerstone. A form of organzaton based on the deployment of local 
sustanable food funds must be consdered as part of the re-examnaton of 
tradtonal forms of democracy (partcularly representatve democracy);

– An economc democracy n whch socal contrbutons and agreements 
wth food system actors play a central role. s calls for moblzng all 
exstng publc polcy tools relatng to food access (collectve caterng, the 
varous government food plans, the creaton of an allowance for the entre 
populaton to access fresh produce based on the famly allowance model 
etc.) as part of ths systemc polcy approach.

Food socal securty must therefore draw on all these varables to establsh 
ts legtmacy. s wll allow t to become a major tool for actvatng the food 
transton and transformaton and for reducng the contrbuton of food to 
clmate change ssues.
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