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2021 will be the year for transforming food systems!

IFIAD Conference Report

Covid-19 and Sustainable Food Systems - Transforming food systems in times of crises

The fifth annual IFIAD conference took place on 21st October 2020, looking towards the
future of food systems in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic. Chair of IFIAD, Prof. Charles
Spillane, shared key messages emerging from the conference emphasising that the time to
shape transitional pathways is now, and not in five or ten years’ time. He further called for
more food systems diplomacy to build consensus on which transformation pathways will
result in better food systems.
2021 is a year when political decisions that will shape policy over the next decade will be
taken including the Food System Summit, the EU Africa Summit, EU Green Deal, Nutrition
for Growth, COP 26, amongst others.
On the Food Systems Summit, it is critical that Ireland play its part throughout the process
to ensure that the outcomes are both ambitious and also achievable. We owe it to farming
families, businesses and consumers on the African continent and across the European
Union to do so. We have a window of opportunity of one year to ensure it is a people’s
summit and it is action oriented.
On EU Africa Partnership, there is a need for renewed impetus to make the partnership fit
for purpose, taking into account emerging opportunities such as the EU Green Deal and the
African Continental Free Trade Area. Ireland’s National Task Team on Rural Africa (NTTRA)
launched its findings and recommendation on how Ireland will seek to support rural
transformation in Africa through better coordination of agri-food partners, including
government, private sector, researchers, universities and civil society.
Urging governments and policy makers to build back better from Covid-19, panelists
emphasised key strategies including the need for systems thinking, courageous
governance, and taking a multi-sectoral approach to food systems. The inextricable
importance of equity, gender equality and human rights emerged strongly throughout the
conference, as well as the need for inclusivity and coherence in policy processes. There
were also calls for renewed multilateralism and that the rules-based international order –
with the UN at its core – must be upheld and strengthened if we are to deal effectively with
global challenges.
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Session 1 COVID 19: Learning from a Crisis: Transitioning to Resilient Food
Systems

Johan Swinnen opened Session One with a stock-take of what has been learned about the
interaction between Covid-19 and global food systems. Key observations included:
•

•

•

The impact of Covid-19 has been unequal, with a disproportional impact on the
poor, especially women, children and migrant workers. Without large scale
interventions, up to 150 million people could fall back in extreme poverty and most
of these are located in Sub-Saharan Africa.
While there has been much debate on global vs local supply chains, the evidence on
the resilience of supply chains and food systems is quite nuanced and mixed.
Innovations to overcome short-term disruptions are being introduced at a much
faster rate, including e-commerce and ICT solutions.
Moving beyond crisis management, Covid-19 can serve as a transformative moment
in history and an opportunity to bring resilience to the top of the policy agenda.

In response to this global stock-take, the conference heard perspectives from a range of
thematic angles:
Diet and Nutrition Corinna Hawkes presented on how we can re-orient food systems
towards better diets for all. Corinna highlighted the multi-system impacts of Covid-19 economic, environmental, political, social, health and food systems, and how we need
courageous governance, and systems thinkers if we want to build back better. She also
identified opportunities to re-orient the economic system towards better diet and nutrition
through existing investments e.g. social protection funds, covid-19 fiscal supports,
agricultural subsidies, public procurement etc., and using incentives to get businesses in
the food system working for nutrition.

Climate Change Referencing that Covid-19 has been a ‘fire-drill for climate change’, Sonja
Vermeulen reminded conference viewers that with climate change we're going to see a
much more fundamental set of disruptions to production systems and to the life support
systems on land and in sea that make food production possible. Going forward we're going
to understand climate change as a human health crisis, and it will be inextricable connected
with the issue of equality. Questioning whether the Covid-19 response was putting us on
the right track for climate action, Sonja highlighted the importance of our long-term
recovery pathway, including the climate credentials of stimulus packages, public
procurement and policy incentives.

Justice and Equality Melissa Leach provided perspectives on equality and justice and how
equitable and sustainable food systems require a focus on politics. Covid-19 had laid bare
and amplified multiple kinds of inequity and food systems and amplified hunger and food
insecurity. Equity requires a multi-dimensional approach (economic, social, environmental,
spatial etc), including questions around ‘whose knowledge counts?’ and the equity in the
procedures of decision making. Melissa emphasised that there are now key opportunities
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for transforming food systems and their political economies, and that the Food Systems
Summit must seek to sow the seeds of transformation rather than reaffirm the status quo.

Land Rights The importance of tenure rights as a pathway towards building resilience was
put forward by Mike Taylor, emphasising that we need to be building future food systems
which give a fair and a central place to the small-scale producers that produce most of the
world's food now. Tenure rights are a starting point for inclusive economic opportunity,
strengthening women’s rights, and enabling the poorest to overcome exclusion and
marginalisation. On the Food Systems Summit, Mike flagged a distinct risk that even within
an open process, there will be some voices which are much louder, more organised and
more powerful than others, and this risk must be mitigated against in order to hear from
those people who should be at the centre of transforming food systems.

Session One concluded with a response from Martin Frick, on how the UN Food Systems
Summit will seek to address some of the challenges arising. Food Systems are at the heart
of the two greatest challenges facing the UN; inequity, and the exceeding of planetary
boundaries; indeed, the social and environmental crisis are two sides of the same coin. The
global South will have a very strong role in the summit, which is being convened under the
auspices of the SDGs, and gender equality and a human rights-based approach will be
central. Martin emphasised that the summit is absolutely adamant of being a people’s
summit and urged civil society to participate in developing the summits five action tracks.
Martin noted that there is a lot of political will both for action and dialogue on food systems.

Session 2 EU-Africa Partnership: Looking to the Future

Minister Simon Coveney T.D. opened Session Two with a call for renewed impetus
for strengthening EU African partnerships to tackle the challenge of global hunger. The
future prosperity and security of both Europe and Africa are deeply intertwined, and the
upcoming EU Africa Summit will be an opportunity to make this partnership more fit for
purpose. Ireland strongly supports a more ambitious EU relationship with Africa as clearly
stated in the government's Africa Strategy. The Minister identified a number of
opportunities for collaboration on food systems transformation with African partners
including the EU’s new Green Deal, the Farm to Fork and Biodiversity Strategies, and the
African Continental Free Trade Area. The EU Task Force on Rural Africa has been seminal
in influencing Ireland’s thinking and in Irelands domestic response, the National Task Team
on Rural Africa (NTTRA). The Minister welcomed the NTTRA report which strategically
connects with the two main conference themes; firstly, the growing strategic importance of
Africa for Europe and Ireland and secondly, the growing international recognition of the
importance of sustainable food systems.

Setting out the context for Ireland’s NTTRA, Tom Arnold, highlighted that Africa's future
economic development has to be built on transformation of its agriculture and rural
economy. The NTTRA was tasked with developing a set of recommendations to help

sharing knowledge - enhancing research - informing policy - enabling collaboration

3

maximise Ireland’s contribution to rural development and the agri-food sector in Africa over
the coming years. Looking at the multiple relationships Ireland’s agri-food stakeholders
have with Africa, the NTTRA’s findings and recommendations centre on the need for Ireland
to coordinate better and build on the structures and partnerships that Ireland already has.
He concluded that there was a real opportunity for Ireland to exercise leadership in the area
of food systems, including through Ireland’s domestic policy coherence.
Stakeholder perspectives from the EU commission, policy makers, farmers, private sector
and civil society highlighted a number of areas of convergence and opportunities on EUAfrica partnership including:
•

•
•

•

•

•

•

•
•
•

The EU Green Deal, and Farm to Fork Strategy; although these strategies are
internal to the EU, they provide the necessary direction on international cooperation
to enable EU partners to build a new narrative on agri-food systems. Some
practical initiatives are already underway, for example, a multi-stakeholder dialogue
on sustainable cocoa value chains.
Agriculture research for development e.g. Horizon Europe, and the DeSIRA
initiative which is the EU flagship on agriculture research for development.
Smallholder farmers have a central role to play, both as private sector and civil
society, and must be active participants in current processes. At the same time
there is a need for more capacity building for smallholders and SMEs, for example
on trade requirements and standards, that will enable them to participate in regional
and continental trade partnerships.
With the EU target of 7 million children averted from stunting by 2025 off track;
there is a strong case to put nutrition at the core of the human development
targets of future EU programming.
International trade policies should seek to serve the purpose of sustainable food
systems. There is also a need to increase inter-regional African trade including
through the African Continental Free Trade Area. At present less than 20 percent of
African trade is traded amongst the African countries.
Policy coherence: Taking a food systems approach can provide a framework to
coordinate policy areas including agriculture, nutrition, climate resilience, economic
growth, and social protection. A good example of this coordination for people and
planet is the One Health Approach.
Coherence between public and private sector should be strengthened, for
example there are opportunities for blended financial instruments to better target
agriculture, agri-food SME’s, the missing middle, and urban/rural value chain links
which can build resilience.
Addressing crisis and conflict through initiatives such as the UN Security Council
Resolution on Conflict and Hunger and the Global Network Against Food Crisis.
Working with Youth, especially when we consider the need to create around one
million jobs per month in Africa to absorb the youth demographic.
Europe and Africa can have a much stronger and more pragmatic influence on the
global policy agenda if both regional bodies work together on upcoming
summits.
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Moderated by Ella McSweeney, Journalist and Presenter

Panelists
Session 1: COVID 19: Learning from a Crisis: Transitioning to Resilient Food
Systems
•
•
•
•
•
•

Johan Swinnen, Director General, International Food Policy Research Institute
(IFPRI)
Corinna Hawkes, Director of the Centre for Food Policy at City, University of
London
Sonja Vermeulen, Director of Programmes at the CGIAR System Organisation
Melissa Leach, Director of the Institute of Development Studies (IDS)
Mike Taylor, Director, International Land Coalition (ILC)
Martin Frick, Deputy to the Special Envoy for the UN Food Systems Summit

Session 2: EU-Africa Partnership: Looking to the Future
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Simon Coveney T.D., Minister for Foreign Affairs and Minister for Defence
Tom Arnold, Chair of the National Task Team on Rural Africa (NTTRA)
Leonard Mizzi, Head of Unit at the European Commission, DirectorateGeneral (DG) for International Cooperation and Development (DEVCO)
Francesco Rampa, Head of Programme at the European Centre for
Development Policy Management (ECDPM)
Jane Musindi, Agriculture Sector Board Representative, Kenya Private Sector
Alliance (KEPSA)
Fatma Ben Rejeb, CEO, Pan-African Farmers Organisation (PAFO)
Million Belay, Coordinator, African Food Sovereignty Alliance (AFSA)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=da9x5pzMeHM

sharing knowledge - enhancing research - informing policy - enabling collaboration

5

