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Summary
The present report contains an overview of critical challenges to agrifood
systems and opportunities for transforming them, in particular in the context of
recovery from the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic. The pandemic has had
widespread and deep effects on the social, economic and environmental sustainability
of agrifood systems. Building on previous discussions, it is s hown that, to transform
agrifood systems, more effective collective action is required so as to leverage
systemic interlinkages, maximize synergies and manage trade-offs among the
Sustainable Development Goals. Evidence, critical gaps, challenges and oppor tunities
are discussed in relation to two key themes: lessons learned about recovering from
the pandemic and its impact on agriculture, food security and nutrition, and ways to
move towards resiliency and transformational change and promote more sustainabl e
agrifood systems. Agrifood system transformation makes it possible to achieve
progress across the commitments taken in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and the Paris Agreement. The United Nations Food Systems Summit is
a catalyst for more effective collective action at all levels. Well-targeted, evidenceand science-based policy changes, as well as investments in agrifood system
transformation can help to build resilience against future shocks and accelerate
inclusive, green recoveries from the pandemic.
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I. Introduction
1.
In its resolution 75/235 on agriculture development, food security and nutrition,
the General Assembly requested the Secretary-General to report to the Assembly at
its seventy-sixth session on the implementation of the resolution and reaffirmed the
commitment to leave no one behind and commit to taking more tangible steps to
support people in vulnerable situations and the most vulnerable countries to reach the
furthest behind first.
2.
The present report provides an annual update on global efforts to achieve the
internationally agreed goals on agriculture development, food security and nutrition
in line with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. It has been drafted on the
basis of contributions from across the United Nations system, 1 from the high-level
political forum on sustainable development, the Department of Economic and Social
Affairs and other sources.

II. Overview
3.
Efficient, inclusive, resilient and sustainable agrifood systems are essential for
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals, leaving no one be hind and ensuring
the right to food. According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO), the agrifood system covers the journey of food from farm to table –
including when it is grown, fished, harvested, processed, packaged, tra nsported,
distributed, traded, bought, prepared, eaten and disposed of. It encompasses non -food
products that constitute livelihoods and all the people and activities, investments and
choices that play a part in delivering food and agricultural products. I n the FAO
constitution, the term “agriculture” and its derivatives include fisheries, marine
products, forestry and primary forestry products. 2 The coronavirus disease
(COVID-19) pandemic has had a widespread and deep impact on agrifood systems,
thereby exacerbating pre-existing challenges. The pandemic is a health, humanitarian,
and socioeconomic crisis that is worsening inequality and affecting vulnerable groups
disproportionately. The situation demands bold action to stimulate an accelerated and
transformative recovery to ensure the respect of human rights for all. The
transformation of agrifood systems is part of that effort. As highlighted in the Global
Sustainable Development Report 2019, transformation towards sustainable food
systems can bring benefits across sectors and accelerate progress towards multiple
Sustainable Development Goals by leveraging interlinkages to maximize synergies
and manage trade-offs. Sound evidence and the engagement of all stakeholders are
needed to drive transformative change to achieve the 2030 Agenda.
4.
In the present report, evidence is analysed to better understand how sustainable
agrifood systems advance food security, nutrition, agricultural production and the
sustainable management and use of natural resources to ens ure progress in all
__________________
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dimensions of sustainability. Section III contains a review of the progress made in the
shift towards sustainable agrifood systems so that the Sustainable Development Goals
can be achieved, as well as of the remaining gaps and challenge s. In section IV,
evidence is examined of the impact of the pandemic on agriculture, food security and
nutrition. Promising ways are identified to move towards more resilient and
sustainable agrifood systems that support achievements across the 2030 Agenda ,
especially in the context of the Food Systems Summit. Section V is focused on means
of implementation and on partnership initiatives to accelerate transformative action
towards Sustainable Development Goal 2 (End hunger, achieve food security and
improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture), with synergies across the
2030 Agenda. The final section contains recommendations, including key action that
can be taken and policies that can be adopted to improve resilience and prevent future
crises.

III. Progress towards Goal 2 and related Sustainable
Development Goals: estimating the effects of COVID-19
along multiple dimensions
5.
New projections confirm that world hunger will not be eradicated by 2030
unless bold action is taken to accelerate progress. Action is especially needed to
address inequality in access to food. The number of people in the world affected by
hunger continued to increase in 2020 under the shadow of the pandemic. 3 In 2020,
between 720 and 811 million people in the world faced hunger, which means that
there were 161 million more hungry people in a single year. Similarly, the global
prevalence of moderate or severe food insecurity around the world has been slowly
rising since 2014. The estimated increase in 2020 was equal to that of the previous
five years combined. Nearly one in three people in the world (2.37 billion) did not
have access to adequate food in 2020, an increase of almost 320 million people in just
one year. At the global level, the gender gap in the prevalence of moderate or severe
food insecurity has grown even larger during the start of the pandemic. It was 10 per
cent higher among women than among men in 2020, compared to 6 per cent in 2019.
6.
The world is not on track to achieve targets for any of the nutr ition indicators
by 2030. The latest estimates from 2020 indicate that 22.0 per cent of children under
5 years of age (149.2 million) suffered from stunting, 6.7 per cent (45.4 million)
suffered from wasting and 5.7 per cent (38.9 million) were overweight. 4 These figures
do not account for the impact of COVID-19. Most children under five years with
malnutrition live in Africa and Asia. Those regions account for more than 9 out of 10
of all children with stunting, more than 9 out of 10 children with wasting and more
than 7 out of 10 children who are overweight worldwide .5 Adult obesity continues to
rise, with prevalence at 13.1 per cent in 2016. New estimates for 2019 show that
globally 29.9 per cent of women aged 15 to 49 years were affected by anaemia. 6 The
pandemic will further affect children’s food security, with more than 370 million

__________________
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FAO, International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), United Nations Children’s Fund
(UNICEF), World Food Programme (WFP) and World Health Organization (WHO), The State of
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children who can no longer rely on school meals due to school closures and
6.7 million children under 5 who could suffer from wasting. 7
7.
The pandemic and the measures put in place to counter it have delivered one of
the most devastating blows to global food security and nutrition in recent times. The
unprecedented reach and scale of the economic downturns caused by the measures to
contain the pandemic were particularly harmful. The economic downturn translates
directly into increased food prices, greater food insecurity and malnutrition as people
have less income to buy food, let alone more expensive nutritious foods required for
healthy diets. In 2020, almost all lower-middle-income countries were affected by
pandemic-induced economic downturns and the increase in hunger was more than
five times greater than the highest increase in the previous two decades. 8 The largest
increase in undernourishment was seen in Africa, followed by Asia Some of those
countries were also affected by other causes, particularly climate-related disasters,
conflict, or a combination of those.
8.
COVID-19 has disrupted crop production and value chains because it led to
restrictions in the movement and availability of inputs, labour, post-harvest services
and timely access to markets. That in turn has disrupted the availability and
affordability of fresh and nutritious food for consumers, and has undermined the
livelihoods of farmers and workers dependent on agriculture, among them migrant
workers. National responses have only partially addressed pressures on migrant
workers, for example by relabelling migrant workers as “essential” with exceptions
granted for travel and visa restrictions. Overall, the pandemic has exposed the
vulnerability of many migrant agricultural workers to exploitation, poverty and food
insecurity, and the fact that their protections and prospects for skill development are
limited.
9.
Trade disruptions have exacerbated food safety risks. Food losses and food
waste have become more pronounced. For net importers of food, the risk of food
insecurity increases during times of crisis. Multilateral policy coordination for
agricultural trade is needed to support a post-COVID-19 mix of recovery policies for
food-insecure countries that meets local needs for food production and consumption.
Investments in food storage, cooling and transport can reduce food safety concerns
and food loss during interruptions.
10. The fisheries and the aquaculture sectors can reduce food insecurity by
providing nutritious food to vulnerable communities, particularly in small island
developing States and low-income food-deficit countries. The recovery can boost
existing commitments to a “blue transformation”. Such a boost can be achieved
through a sustainable intensification of aquaculture, effective management of
fisheries and upgraded fish value chains backed by integrated normative frameworks,
participatory and ecosystem approaches and scaled-up investment.
11. Inclusive growth in the agrifood sector is an avenue for reducing extreme
poverty and hunger, particularly in rural areas. While the full economic and social
impact of the COVID-19 crisis is still unfolding, estimates are that the number of
poor will have increased by between 119 million and 124 million people in 2020,
causing the extreme poverty rate to rise for the first time in a generation. 9 Women and
children are among the most vulnerable to poverty, with an estimated increase of
__________________
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UNICEF, “Futures of 370 million children in jeopardy as school closures deprive them of school
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42 million to 66 million additional children living in extreme poverty. 10 Rural women
in developing countries face pressures on their income-generating capacities and
access to nutritious foods, in addition to mounting workloads and escalations in
gender-based violence.
12. The pandemic is creating significant labour market challenges, with increased
underemployment and unemployment. The agriculture, forestry, and fishing sector
experienced negative growth rates of working hours and employment, at -4.4 per cent
and -3.1 per cent, respectively, in the third quarter of 2020, with disproportionately
high losses for the most vulnerable. 11 In spite of targeted income support, young
workers, women, the self-employed and lower- and medium-skilled workers have
been hardest hit. The pandemic has slowed progress in eliminating child labour from
agrifood systems as families face disruptions in income and livelihoods; before the
pandemic, 71 per cent of all child labourers worldwide were found in agriculture.
13. In agrifood systems, women mostly operate as informal actors – in sub-Saharan
Africa, 90 per cent of women work in the informal sector – and they have been
significantly affected by lockdowns and other COVID-19 response measures. 12
Women’s disproportionate share of unpaid care and domestic work remains
undervalued and reduces their income-generation capacity. Supporting the vital roles
of women, rural women in particular, as farmers, workers, care providers,
entrepreneurs, community leaders and first responders during crise s can help to
realize the right to food, food security and nutrition for households and communities.
14. Young people face special challenges during the pandemic owing to their higher
levels of structural unemployment, underemployment and informality. The y are often
the first to lose work. Estimates indicate that 23.8 million additional children and
young people from pre-primary to tertiary school levels may drop out of or have no
access to school in 2021 because of the pandemic’s economic impact alone. 13
Mobilizing young people, especially young farmers, in conjunction with investment
in new technologies, is a critical strategy to move forward.
15. The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction laid a solid foundation for
efforts to prevent and reduce the impact of disasters, but insufficient progress has
been made. Between 2008 and 2018, crops, livestock, fisheries, aquaculture, and
forestry absorbed 26 per cent of the overall impact of medium- to large-scale disasters
induced by natural hazards in the least developed countries and lower-middle-income
countries. 14 Following disasters, approximately $108.5 billion was lost as a result of
declines in crop and livestock production in the least developed countries and lower middle-income countries. 15 Climate change exacerbates the frequency and severity of
climate-related events, which have a disproportionate impact on women and
vulnerable groups.
16. Fragility, conflict, and violence, and the associated risks of high inflation,
reduced food production, reduced remittances and blocked trade routes, directly affect
progress towards ending extreme poverty and eliminating hunger, in both low -income
and middle-income countries. Undernourishment and food insecurity are expected to
remain high in poorer and conflict-affected countries. To accelerate progress towards
the targets of the Sustainable Development Goals, more efforts are needed to work
__________________
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United Nations, “Policy brief: the impact of COVID-19 on children”, 15 April 2020.
International Labour Organization (ILO), “ILO Monitor: COVID -19 and the world of work”,
seventh edition, 25 January 2021.
ILO, Women and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical Picture, third edition (Geneva,
2018).
United Nations, “Policy brief: education during COVID-19 and beyond”, August 2020.
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through the humanitarian-development-peace nexus. This should be done with an
increased commitment to inclusive solutions through dialogue, the adaptation of
macroeconomic policies, institutional reform in core State functions and the adoption
of redistributive policies to save lives and safeguard development gains.
17. The global population is projected to grow from 7.8 billion in 2020 to 9.7 billion
in 2050, although trends vary considerably across geographic regions. The fastest
population growth is projected for sub-Saharan Africa, slower population growth is
projected for Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, and relatively little change in
population numbers is projected for Europe and Northern America combined. 16 The
combination of fast population growth and high levels of urbanization requires
innovative ways to transform agrifood systems. The aim is to deliver nutrit ious foods
for a growing population in line with the commitments made in the 2030 Agenda and
the Paris Agreement. There is a pressing need to gain a better understanding of the
needs of vulnerable groups such as migrants and refugees so that policies can b e
designed and implemented with those needs in mind.
18. Urban areas have a key role to play in the transformation of agrifood systems.
Fostering changes in urban diets can be a way to bring about change elsewhere. Cities
absorb up to 70 per cent of the food supply, account for 70 per cent of global waste
and are increasingly affected by malnutrition in multiple forms. Food consumers in
urban areas can shape more sustainable agrifood systems by increasing their demand
for healthy diets in line with Sustainable Development Goal 11. Municipal
governments, food policy councils and similar multi-stakeholder mechanisms at the
city, territorial and regional levels also have a role to play, as they have shown
themselves to be effective at identifying and connecting food system actors,
facilitating collaboration and coordination and exploring innovative, community based solutions.
19. Territorial approaches can help to exploit the full potential of urban -rural
linkages for sustainable agrifood systems. By 2030, 3.4 billion people will live in
rural areas, but the vast majority will live close to an urban centre. Small and medium sized urban centres will increasingly house important components of the agrifood
system, such as small and medium-sized enterprises that add value in food production,
processing and distribution contributing to the development of local or regional
agrifood systems. Support to sustainable local and family food production, promotion
of sustainable agro-industries and improved infrastructure to connect rural areas with
small cities and towns would benefit rural populations. Urban-rural linkages can
advance the protection of biodiversity with sustainable urban food consumption and
land- and seascape governance.
20. Biodiversity is indispensable to food security, sustainable development and vital
ecosystem services, as greater biodiversity means greater resilience to climate change
and other shocks. Biodiversity is also integral to food production, as it ensures
pollination, nutrient cycling and pest control, and can reduce the need for costly or
environmentally harmful external inputs. During the past decade, insufficient
progress has been made in eliminating or reforming subsidies and other incentives
that promote activities that are potentially harmful to biodiversity, and in developing
positive incentives that foster biodiversity conservation. In recent years, efforts have
expanded to promote sustainable agriculture, forestry and aquaculture, including by
facilitating farmer-led agroecological approaches and by recognizing that farmers,
livestock keepers, forest dwellers, fisherfolk and indigenous peoples are all managers
and custodians of biodiversity. Biodiversity continues to decline in landscapes used
__________________
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to produce food and timber; food and agricultural production remains among the main
causes of global biodiversity loss.
21. The pandemic has further highlighted the fragility of natural balances caused by
the unsustainable management of resources and by the degradation of habitats and
ecosystems degradation. Some of that fragility is caused by agrifood systems.
Evidence suggests that the degradation of ecosystems and changes in the landscape
increase the risk of diseases jumping from wild animals to humans. Changes in the
landscape and the loss of biodiversity go hand in hand with major shifts in the ecology
of pathogens and the wildlife species that those pathogens use as hosts and reservoirs.
As a result, disease patterns change. Landscape changes and associated biodiversity
loss could weaken the “dilution effect”, which is the ability of communities rich in
species to moderate infection levels and disease.
22. A more sustainable use of freshwater and rainwater in agriculture, which
accounts for more than 70 per cent of global water withdrawals, is n eeded to support
progress across the Sustainable Development Goals. 17 Currently, some 2.2 billion
people around the world cannot access safe drinking water. Three billion lack basic
handwashing facilities. This lack of access is a constraint on abilities t o minimize the
spread of diseases, among them COVID-19. 18 About 1.2 billion people – roughly onesixth of the world’s population – live in severely water-constrained agricultural
areas. 19 In the past two decades, as populations were growing, the annual amount of
available freshwater resources per person declined by more than 20 per cent.
Competition for access to water fuels tensions and conflicts, which further
exacerbates inequalities in access to water, particularly for vulnerable populations.

IV. Thematic discussion: towards an inclusive green recovery:
actions to promote resiliency and transformational change
towards more sustainable agrifood systems
1.

Policy change to promote food security and access to nutritious foods
23. As highlighted in the Global Sustainable Development Report 2019,
transformation towards sustainable agrifood systems can bring benefits across sectors
and accelerate progress towards multiple targets of the Sustainable Development
Goals. Careful analysis of interactions and trade-offs can bring about such a
transformation, as agrifood systems interact with economic, health, energy,
environment and governance systems, among other things. Actions to improve
progress in one area can advance or hinder progress in others.
24. Efforts to respond to the pandemic are an avenue to build back better agrifood
systems by using portfolios of integrated policies and investments that are aimed at
mitigating the pressures that limit people’s access to nutritious foods (pressures that
have increased during the crisis), while simultaneously building resilience to future
pandemics and disasters. To address important causes of food insecurity and
malnutrition that predate COVID-19 and mitigate the impact of the crisis, short-, midand long-term coordinated interventions may be necessary. Those may include the
following:

__________________
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(a) Promoting trade and tax policies to avoid the distortion and disruption of
global and regional trade while promoting secure access to healthy, affordable diets;
(b) Addressing key logistical bottlenecks in food value chains to avoid
unnecessary spikes in the cost of commodities so that affordable, diversified safe and
nutritious food remains available;
(c) Strengthening support to small-scale producers, small and medium-sized
enterprises and agrifood value chain workers to sustainably increase their
productivity, revenue and incomes, increase the capacity for innovation, reduce food
losses and promote access to markets, including through e -commerce channels;
(d) Creating measures and incentives facilitating the creation of decent jobs
and the acquisition of necessary skills;
(e) Expanding and improving emergency food assistance and social protection
programmes to sustain livelihoods and guarantee access to sufficient, nutrit ious food
for the poor and for vulnerable households.
25. Longer-term measures aimed at transforming agrifood systems should be
focused on reducing the cost of nutritious food and increasing the affordability of
healthy diets. Such measures should also be aimed at enhancing efficiencies in food
storage, processing, packaging, distribution and marketing, while reducing food loss
and waste. Policies should be adopted that incentivize behavioural changes such as,
in some regions, moderation in the consumption of meat and fish through food
labelling and well-targeted taxes. A greater focus on nutritional outcomes of value
chains, regulation of food industry marketing, food labelling that promotes consumer
wisdom, and education in nutrition.
26. It is critical to support farmers with technical means that enable them to produce
their crops sustainably, thereby protecting the environment, generating income and
creating social equity. Policy measures to achieve that can be adapted to local
contexts, capacities and policy environments in order to enhance resilience to shocks,
climate change, outbreaks of pests and diseases, and changes in market forces and
consumer preferences. For example, nuclear and related techniques have helped
countries to use sustainable, climate-smart agricultural practices that help to maintain
soil health and biodiversity and increase the genetic diversity of crops.

2.

Examples of positive investments and policy changes that promote
green agrifood systems while benefiting the 2030 Agenda as a whole
27. In times of emergency, it is important to focus response and longer-term
recovery measures on the most vulnerable first. New credit lines, safety nets, income
support, food distribution programmes and other interventions should be scaled up
and directed to the have-nots, not just because they are the most in need but also
because doing so would trigger demand and thus mitigate the detrimental impact of
COVID-19 on the economy.
28. Giving women, small-scale producers and rural businesses greater access to
financing can be a way to support the recovery and empower the most vulnerable.
This can be achieved by various means, including preferential access to credit and to
savings and loan mechanisms, lower interest rates for women and incentives to extend
credit to smallholders. The supply of credit in underserved areas could be enhanced
by expanding financial services, for instance with the help of digital financial
technologies. Giving women access to and control over land and productive resources
is another important way to achieve food security and sustainable livelihoods, while
at the same time supporting women’s agency and empowerment.
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29. Support could further include the promotion of integrated public procurement
and food distribution (such as for public institutions, food assistance schemes and
school feeding programmes) to guarantee continuous and structured demand for the
products and services of small-scale producers and rural businesses. Setting up
agricultural e-commerce and fostering digitalization and access to technology could
be a promising route to rejuvenation in rural areas.
30. Capacity-building is needed in food production, safety and hygiene, quality
assurance, packaging, and research and development. It can lead to a more efficient
use of materials, water and energy, and can result in the uptake of suitable renewable
energy applications in agriculture and food production, while at the same time
improving the safety of production. Efforts should include enabling small and
medium-sized enterprises to adopt resource efficiency practices and invest in
renewable energy applications.
31. Important opportunities exist for digitalization, mechanization and precision
agriculture adapted to smaller-scale producers in lower-middle-income countries.
Taking advantage of those opportunities can mean increasing the efficiency of crop
production and advisory services, improving the connectivity and market linkages of
value chain actors and thus promoting decent employment and improved livelihoods.
Mechanization supports and improves the efficiency of storage and processing of,
among other things, perishable products such as fruits and vegetables, which in turn
can reduce food loss and enhance the incomes of farmers by empowering them to
time their sales better and thus obtain remunerative prices.
32. Integrated climate change adaptation and mitigation measures are a clear
necessity and offer a fundamental opportunity to achieve many cobenefits. Reducing
greenhouse gas emissions and developing more resilient agrifood systems and
livelihoods would contribute to reducing poverty and hunger. Climate action to
facilitate a green and resilient recovery from the pandemic in agrifood systems should
promote the adoption of solutions that benefit nature with integrated lan d, water, pest
and crop management. For example, the Economic Commission for Latin America
and the Caribbean has identified the bioeconomy as a strategic sector for driving
forward a more sustainable development model for Latin America and the Caribbean,
with innovations such as microbial fertilizers and bacteria that promote plant growth.
Actions are needed that promote a shift towards more sustainable practices, among
them agroecology, agroforestry and silvopastoral systems, and foster sustainable ,
climate-neutral and resilient food value chains.
33. On the road to a green recovery, momentum needs to be built to reduce
deforestation and forest degradation, and prevent encroachment on the lands of
indigenous peoples. National programmes should be a combinat ion of poverty
alleviation and environmental protection, such as public works programmes in forest
restoration and monitoring, and expanding cash transfer programmes through
payments for ecosystem services.

3.

Enhancing the environmental sustainability of agrifood systems
34. Interventions are needed that lower the agrifood system’s greenhouse gas
emissions; improve water and soil quality, and animal and plant health; and reduce
biodiversity loss, ecosystem destruction, food loss and waste, and toxici ty. 20 The
effectiveness of those interventions depends on incentives in policies, increases in the
availability and dissemination of research and information about the benefits of

__________________
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sustainable practices, and the provision of capacities and services to all a ctors with
the full engagement of food producers. Measures include:
(a) Supporting farming systems to comply with recommended management
practices such as minimum soil disturbance; permanent organic soil cover; species
diversification; use of high-yielding and adapted seed varieties; integrated pest
management; plant nutrition based on healthy soils; and efficient water management.
These should be combined with the integration of pastures, trees and livestock into
production systems and the use of adequate and appropriate farm power and
equipment;
(b) Boosting the use of land husbandry practices to enhance soils’ biota and
organic matter, which is proven to increase crop productivity, by establishing national
regulations for sound land husbandry, monitoring soil health and building the capacity
of researchers, extension workers and farmers;
(c) Investing in the implementation of smarter precision technologies for
irrigation combined with deficit irrigation and wastewater-reuse, while also
discontinuing subsidies and other measures that result in water waste;
(d) Supporting the implementation of plant protection practices, integrated
pest management practices, the local production of biocontrol agents, strict pesticide
regulations and the removal of pesticide subsidies;
(e) Promoting multi-stakeholder initiatives aimed at reducing land, water and
food waste and supporting more linkages between rural, peri-urban and urban areas
to reduce carbon footprints and food losses. Where applicable and economically
viable, high-tech practices of local food production, such as hydroponics and vertical
farming, can optimize scarce land and water resources.
35. Nature-based solutions are particularly relevant for the sustainable management
of biodiversity, soils, and the use of water resources in agriculture, in a context of
climate change. Nature-based solutions investments create jobs that typically have
low training and education requirements, are quick to establish and require relatively
little capital for each worker. Some estimates indicate that restoring 150 million
hectares of degraded agricultural land could generate $85 billion for national and
local economies, $30 to 40 billion a year in additional income for smallholder farmers
and increased food security for approximately 200 million people. Preventing topsoil
loss could create nearly $1 trillion of benefits over the next 15 years in Africa alone.
Doing nothing would cost double that amount. 21
36. Conservation agriculture is another promising approach to sustainable
agriculture based on the principles of permanent soil cover, minim um soil disturbance
and diversification. It can strengthen the resilience of smallholder farmers by
improving soil health and productivity and by reducing their dependence on chemical
inputs. Sustainable agricultural mechanization has an important role to play in
implementing the principles of conservation agriculture through machinery such as
no-till seeders.

__________________
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4.

Maximizing synergies and minimizing trade-offs in the impacts of
our actions to promote agrifood systems transformation
37. Transitioning towards sustainable agrifood systems produces synergies with
other dimensions of sustainable development. However, multiple potential trade -offs
must be identified, and their effects minimized. Increasing agricultural production
can increase environmental externalities. Ensuring access to sufficient, safe and
nutritious food for all must account for more careful use of both natural resources and
the reduction of food loss and waste. Country experience shows that policies that
account for ecosystems and other environmental services can encourage investments
in technologies and approaches to protect ecosystems. Measures of this sort, however,
should be taken in ways that ensure price increases do not restrain access to food for
the poor, particularly in low- and middle-income countries.
38. Trade-offs must be managed as well between the adoption of productivity enhancing technologies and employment, where labour-saving technologies could
reduce the purchasing power of poor people, in both rural a nd urban areas. This is
exacerbated by trends in the manufacturing and service sectors, which have
traditionally absorbed part of the labour force freed from agriculture, but which also
face capital and information intensification (see E/CN.9/2021/2). Strong labour
market institutions and investments in re-qualifying workers in both rural and urban
areas, for instance, are needed to improve opportunities, ensure fair remuneration and
decent working conditions, and expand income-earning opportunities and worker
transitions. This also requires fiscal systems that are able to capture and retain value
added at the local level and track and tax income flows, including illicit financial
flows (see E/CN.9/2021/L.5).
39. Integrated geospatial, biophysical and socioeconomic data, combined with
advanced systems-based analytics, can help identify and evaluate interactions and
trade-offs among competing objectives, and enable more targeted investments and
combinations of actions. For example, the Hand‐in‐Hand Geospatial Platform allows
for countries to identify areas for targeted interventions to exploit the agricultural
potential to eradicate hunger and poverty and all forms of malnutrition. 22 Data
disaggregated by sex, age and disability can help to ensure gender-responsive
policies.
40. Transitioning towards sustainable agrifood systems requires high -level
commitment, decisive leadership and a coalition of actors with the collective strength
and commitment to sustain a transformational agenda. Global governance in food and
agriculture has a critical role to play, providing essential public goods, including data
and information, ensuring inclusive and equitable domestic and international
institutions that engage all stakeholders, and ensuring that social and environmental
impacts are widely accounted for in global and regional agreements and frameworks,
including for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions (see E/CN.9/2021/L.5).
41. Integrated approaches across the areas of health and the environment are also
needed. The One Health approach jointly addresses human, animal (terrestrial and
aquatic), plant and environmental health with promise for protecting agrifood systems
from growing and emerging threats, including the rise of antimicrobial resistance and
zoonotic and transboundary animal diseases. 23 Scaling up, resourcing and monitoring
existing efforts is needed. Recognizing that many countries do not have the
infrastructure to detect these diseases, the Zoonotic Disease Integrated Action project,
of the International Atomic Energy Agency, enables countries to access training,

__________________
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equipment and expertise for the implementation of detection and diagnostic
techniques and to become part of a global network of national laboratories to conduct
coordinated actions to develop their research capabilities and enhance global
preparedness. Mechanization solutions for livestock and poultry can also play an
important role in the prevention and control of zoonoses. They offer advantages in
terms of more reliable elimination of pathogens, blocking of transmission routes and
enhancement of biosafety.
42. The Secretary-General’s United Nations Food Systems Summit in 2021, as part
of the decade of action to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030, has
the potential to unleash the power of food system transformation to deliver progress
on all 17 Sustainable Development Goals. The process leading up to the Summit,
including regional and national dialogues, and its follow -up present a unique
opportunity for Governments and stakeholders, with the support of all United Nations
entities, to:
(a)

Strengthen cooperation and new forms of governance;

(b) Make decision-making more transparent and accountable for societal
objectives;
(c) Down-scale models and evidence from the global and regional to the
national and territorial levels;
(d) Evaluate emerging proposals for transforming foo d systems, assess their
economic, environmental and social impacts, and identify their potential for reducing
trade-offs and strengthening co-benefits for all;
(e) Implement innovative governance arrangements to build consensus around
opportunities and engage relevant actors around priority actions for transformative
change.

V. Means of implementation and partnership initiatives to
accelerate transformative action for Sustainable
Development Goal 2 and vital Goal targets across the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
1.

Investment needs and market access and development issues
43. Agrifood system transformation relies on data-driven evidence; innovation and
technology; human capital formation; and institutional capacity for improved
governance. Participatory assessments can promote national -level policy dialogue on
the changes needed to improve the sustainability, inclusiveness and profitability of
agrifood systems across dimensions, for improved food security, nutrition, health,
jobs and livelihoods.
44. Private finance mobilized by official development finance interventions is
estimated at $1.4 billion per year for the agriculture, forestry and fishing sector
(2017–2018 average). This represents only 3.3 per cent of the total private capital
mobilized through blended finance in all sectors, leaving much room for an increase
of blended finance in the agrifood sector. 24 Likewise, according to estimates from the

__________________
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Global Impact Investing Network, in 2019 the food and agriculture sector rep resented
only 9 per cent of impact investors’ total assets under management. 25
45. Although agriculture is currently the economic sector with the lowest levels of
digital technology adoption, emerging digital technologies have tremendous potential
in the transformation of agrifood systems. Digitalization may increase agricultural
production and productivity, help in adapting to and mitigating the effects of climate
change, and improve early warning systems about plant and animal pests and diseases.
That can encourage a more efficient use of natural resources, reduce risks and improve
resilience in farming, and increase the integration of small-scale producers into
markets, for instance by reaching consumers through e -commerce. 26
46. However, the use of digital technologies among small-scale producers is
hampered by the digital divide. Capacity and skill development among workers and
producers is needed to avoid their exclusion from economic opportunities and the
consequent increase in inequality. 27 Additionally, the gender digital divide presents
barriers for women to equally access and benefit from technologies, which can have
an impact on productivity, profitability and access to nutrition and risks further
entrenching gender inequalities if women are not among those creating the
technologies with better access to education and jobs in science, technology,
engineering and mathematics.
47. Most of the current digital initiatives are donor-supported, often scattered and
bound to project time frames and lacking fully viable business models. Scaling them
up will require making those technologies attractive to and feasible for small -scale
producers by addressing well-known market and policy failures and by promoting
local, context-specific digital solutions (as opposed to one-size-fits-all remedies)
through rigorous and reliable third-party feasibility checks. 28 These efforts should be
enabled by significant targeted public and private investment and policy support in
the form of farmers’ digital registries, digital literacy, rural connectivity and improved
regulatory and incentive frameworks. For example, the International
Telecommunication Union’s Smart Villages project empowers disadvantaged rural
communities with access to basic digital infrastructure and servic es that deliver
practically applicable guidance and information to farmers to improve their livestock
management practices and build market awareness. 29
48. Across investments, attention is needed to strengthen and support the
contributions of rural women and women farmers, including small-scale farmers, to
the agricultural sector by ensuring equal access to agricultural technologies,
investments, innovations in small-scale agricultural production and distribution to
improve productive capacity and incomes and strengthen resilience while addressing

__________________
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the existing gaps in and barriers to trading their agricultural products in local, regional
and international markets. 30
49. Social protection is also needed in the form of cash transfers or food assistance,
especially those that directly support women entrepreneurs and informal traders with
grants and subsidized credits, or keep childcare services open during lockdown to
help relieve unpaid care burdens. It is critical that economic stimulus and recovery
packages reach rural areas as well as urban settings. 31
50. At the regional level, involving the private sector, in particular in sustainable
food production and processing, to develop profitable, sustainable and inclusive
regional food industries, advocating for the further liberalization of food trade and
developing a monitoring system for food prices, food production, export potentials
and market access could support the achievement of food security and support
livelihoods and access to nutritious foods.

2.

Global partnership initiatives that are striving to accelerate
transformative action
51. The Government of Japan will host the Tokyo Nutrition for Growth Summit in
December 2021, at which participants are expected to put forward financial, policy,
programmatic or impact commitments that contribute to advancing the nutrition
agenda towards achieving the global nutrition goals and ending all forms of
malnutrition. The Summit will focus on three areas: health – making nutrition integral
to universal health coverage; food – building food systems that promote healthy diets
and good nutrition; and resilience – addressing malnutrition effectively in fragile and
conflict-affected contexts. 32
52. As part of the midterm review of the United Nations Decade of Action on
Nutrition (2016–2025), informal consultations were convened in 2020 with Member
States and non-State actors to seek their views on progress made, barriers encountered
and gaps identified for the first half of the Decade of Action, from 2016 to 2020.
Preliminary findings highlight the critical role of sustainable, resilient agrifood
systems for healthy diets and improved nutrition. The reports recognized agroecology
and biodiversity, sustainability issues in national food-based dietary guidelines,
measures to reduce food loss and waste, and actions for enhancing food supply
resilience in crisis-prone areas. Governments have accelerated measures to reduce or
eliminate industrially produced trans-fats, and the food industry has implemented
voluntary or mandatory reformulation of processed food products to reduce their salt
content. 33
53. The United Nations Decade of Family Farming is working towards creating an
enabling environment to promote policies, investments and knowledge for family
farmers by acting as a global partnership initiative involving almost 1,600 actors,
including more than 950 farmers’ organizations. Governments, the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the International Fund for
Agricultural Development (IFAD), producer organizations and other stakeholders are
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working together to promote the design and implementation of national and regional
frameworks of action for the support of family farmers. To date, 51 countries are
working on the implementation of the Decade, including 7 countries that have already
approved national action plans on family farming. 34
54. The ocean makes a significant contribution to food security and nutrition, and it
holds the potential to play an even bigger role in the global food system. The United
Nations Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development 35 will support
capacity development and foster transformative partnerships to generate knowledge
that provides the basis for innovative solutions and sound decision -making to
optimize the role of the ocean in sustainably feeding the world’s population under
changing environmental, social and climate conditions to achieve a productive ocean
that supports sustainable aquatic food production.
55. In reaction to the outbreak of the pandemic, Group of 20 (G20) ministers of
agriculture met in April and September 2020 and affir med their commitment to
keeping global food supply chains functioning and to guarding against any unjustified
restrictions to international trade in food and agriculture. Italy holds the G20
presidency in 2021 and has continued to dedicate attention to the resilience of the
agricultural sector under the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, the Italian
G20 presidency is dedicating significant attention to global food security. The G20
ministers of agriculture will meet in Florence, Italy, on 17 and 18 Sep tember 2021.
56. The Committee on World Food Security has recently endorsed the Voluntary
Guidelines on Food Systems and Nutrition, which aim to support transformative
actions towards more sustainable food systems that can deliver food security and
better nutrition for everyone. 36 The Committee recently endorsed policy
recommendations on agroecological and other innovative approaches and will soon
start consultations on voluntary guidelines on gender equality and women’s and girls’
empowerment. 37 The Committee’s high-level panel of experts produced an issue
paper on the global impact of the pandemic on food security and nutrition. 38 The
Committee is also engaged in the United Nations Food Systems Summit processes,
raising awareness of the value-added of its inclusive processes and policy products.
Future workstreams include thematic areas related to the engagement of young people
and their employment in agriculture and food systems, data collection and analysis,
and the reduction of inequalities.
57. Parliamentary alliances for food security and nutrition have proven to be
powerful catalysts of effective legislation and public policie s in these domains,
contributing to the enabling environment for achieving Sustainable Development
Goal 2. As of the writing of the present report, more than 45 parliamentary alliances
have been established worldwide, and over 30 laws on food security and nutrition
have been passed by national parliaments, while framework laws have been
developed with FAO support by regional parliaments. Laws to support national
COVID-19 responses include support to smallholders and social protection to address
__________________
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hunger caused by the pandemic. FAO is hosting regional and interregional
parliamentary dialogues on legislative responses to the impact of COVID -19 on food
security and nutrition and good practices and lessons learned.
58. The comprehensive development plan for Central America, coordinated by the
Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, includes initiatives
focused on agriculture and food systems in partnership with FAO and participating
Governments (El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Mexico), in ord er to address
the structural drivers of international migration. Specific initiatives under the plan
have the objective of promoting sustainable rural development in territories
characterized by high levels of poverty and outward migration, thus linking hu man
mobility issues with the food systems agenda.
59. Through the Centre for Sustainable Agricultural Mechanization, the Economic
and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific is supporting the promotion of
sustainable agricultural mechanization in partnership with a wide range of
stakeholders such as policymakers, the private sector and youth. Examples include
the development of national agricultural mechanization strategies, knowledge
exchange and networking among national agricultural machinery associat ions,
agricultural machinery testing stations, and research and academic institutions. The
adoption of safe, efficient and environmentally sound agricultural machinery has been
facilitated through capacity-building exercises for national stakeholders and the
development and in-principle adoption of harmonized regional standards.
60. Achieving Sustainable Development Goal 2 in countries with food crisis
situations is particularly challenging. Concerted efforts between stakeholders around
the humanitarian, development and peace nexus are needed to accelerate
transformative actions in these contexts. The Global Network Against Food Crises
offers a coherent coordination framework to promote collective efforts for a more
efficient use of resources to prevent, prepare for and respond to food crises and,
ultimately, to support collective outcomes related to Sustainable Development Goal 2.
To that end, the Global Network seeks to address the long-term challenges facing
agriculture and food systems by working at the global, regional and country level
around three interlinked dimensions: (a) enhancing the understanding of food crisis
contexts; (b) leveraging strategic investments in agriculture, food security and
nutrition; and (c) strengthening coordination with actors beyond the agriculture and
food security sector.
61. The Inter-Agency Network on Youth Development and the Decent Jobs for
Youth global initiative have supported regional and national initiatives to foster youth
employment. The FAO-United Nations Industrial Development Organization
Opportunities for Youth in Africa 39 initiative is committed to accelerating job creation
in the agrifood sector and envisions youth as agricultural entrepreneurs within the
industry, mediating Africa’s competitive engagement in global agricultural value
chains.
62. The International Year for the Elimination of Child Labour (2021) was launched
to promote global momentum towards mainstreaming child labour elimination in
agricultural and nutrition programmes. The International Partn ership for Cooperation
on Child Labour in Agriculture is active in policy dialogues, advocacy and awareness raising efforts and capacity-building activities at the country level to support key
actors in the agricultural sector in addressing child labour is sues in national policies
and programmes, extension services and monitoring activities. A high -level global
__________________
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event on eliminating child labour in agriculture will be held on 2 and 3 November
2021.

VI. Conclusions and recommendations
63. The present report has presented analysis and evidence to demonstrate the role
that agrifood systems transformation can play to boost recovery from the impact of
the pandemic and associated drivers and shocks on agriculture, food security and
nutrition. The thematic section focused on how to move towards resiliency and
transformational change for more sustainable agrifood systems that support
achievements across the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, especially in the
context of the United Nations Food Systems Summit.
64. The impacts of the pandemic are still unfolding and will continue to be a source
of uncertainty with potentially severe implications for access to food and for longer term development goals. It is important that countries and the international
community as a whole continue to support vulnerable groups in promoting access to
food, ensure open markets and uninterrupted trade flows, and avoid actions that could
jeopardize food security, particularly in developing countries dependent on food
imports.
65. Disruptions to agrifood trade and supply chains have been less severe than
anticipated, as governments and partners have protected and supported the
functioning of agrifood sectors as much as possible. Nevertheless, food prices have
increased, especially in urban areas, pushing poor households and vulnerable groups
to further reduce healthy diets and employ negative coping strategies, such as
adjusting nutritional choices and selling assets, which will have long -term
implications. Despite government efforts, however, smallholder and family farmers
in many countries have experienced uneven impacts owing to lack of access to inputs
and markets as a result of restrictions.
66. Inequalities exacerbated by COVID-19 compromise sustainable development,
exacerbate social segmentation and prevent large parts of the population from rising
out of poverty. The weight of the pandemic has fallen disproportionately on women
in their role as care providers and small-scale, mostly informal entrepreneurs, which
will delay efforts to make substantial gains in household nutrition and food security.
67. In many developing countries, acute and chronic food insecurity are expected
to increase owing to the effects of slower economic activity, rising unemploym ent
and reduced remittances from workers abroad. In this context, social safety nets,
including unemployment payments and cash or in-kind transfers represent
fundamental means to secure incomes and access to food for the poor and vulnerable.
68. Response and recovery efforts have not yet sufficiently taken environmental
impacts into account. A major challenge will be to strengthen incentives and
capacities to relaunch the sustainability “green development” agenda and to enhance
uptake of nature-based solutions. Fundamental shifts to sustainable production and
consumption in food system policies and strategies are needed to improve nutrition
and advance towards zero-hunger policies, coupled with a transition towards a
circular economy approach to production, with improved systems to manage food
waste.
69. The combination of rapid population growth, high levels of urbanization, forced
migration and refugee movements poses a threat to achieving Sustainable
Development Goal 2, with a pressing need to develop a sound understanding of the
relationships between population dynamics, agriculture and food security that are
reflected in the design and implementation of policies.
21-10191
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70. To accomplish these objectives, governments and their development partners
may wish to consider the following:
(a) Working across sectors and institutional stakeholders (ministries, private
sector, science, civil society);
(b) Promoting a social agenda as an essential part of sustainable food system
transformation;
(c) Promoting a One Health approach, to address the encroachment of habitats
and unsustainable production and consumption practices. A twin-track approach is
needed to modify consumption patterns and production practices across the food
supply chain;
(d) Maintaining an open agrifood trade system to strengthen the resilience of
agrifood systems and guarantee continuous access to diversified and healthy diets;
(e) Strengthening information systems, which are at the heart of early
preparedness and action and should be part of a comprehensive and integrated agenda
involving a combination of tools, actors and solutions adapted to diverse contexts;
(f) Building closer partnership between governments and peoples’
organizations, especially smallholders and family farmers, women, consum ers, the
private sector across the food system and indigenous peoples;
(g) Bolstering international cooperation and solidarity to strengthen health
and food systems, vaccine distribution, development assistance across the
humanitarian-development nexus and action to combat illicit flows to expand fiscal
space;
(h) Financing the recovery through review-informed public expenditures in
the agrifood sector, strengthened rural financial markets, including with access for
women, and increased official development assistance, debt restructuring and debt
relief;
(i) Cooperating in the area of science, technology and innovation, including
traditional knowledge, to bring sustainable practices within the reach of low -income
countries, women and disadvantaged groups (smallholders and micro-, small and
medium-sized enterprises).
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