Magdalena Ackermann and Charlotte Dreger

Special Contribution 1.7

The UN Food Systems Summit - the wrong way to
respond to the global food crisis

BY MAGDALENA ACKERMANN, SID AND CHARLOTTE DREGER, FIAN

The COVID-19 pandemic and its
related crisis of public systems
have pushed millions of people
to the brink of survival. With
the number of those suffering
from hunger increasing by up to
161 million from 2019 to 2020 -
amounting to 811 million people
globally® - the pandemic resulted
in an exacerbation of pre-existing
inequalities.

The increasing corporate

capture of food systems is the
main machinery to expand the
dominant model based on the
industrialization of agriculture
and food production and distribu-
tion. This model demolishes our
populations and planet through
existential threats, including the
climate crisis, deforestation, loss
of biodiversity, land degradation,
water pollution and countless
human rights violations. It has
been at the core of triggering
zoonotic diseases such as COVID-
19, while also making people sick
with conditions that increase the
risk of severe COVID-19 related

1 FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO (2021): The
State of Food Security and Nutrition in the
World 2021: Transforming Food Systems
for Food Security and improved nutrition.
Rome: FAO.
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infections and deaths.

On the other hand, the pandemic
has shown the resilience of the
community-based, localized and
diverse food systems, despite
their being under constant attack
by the dominant industrialized
and globalized food system.

It is in this context of crisis and
tension between two alternative
views of food and food systems
that the United Nations is holding
a Food Systems Summit (UNFSS).
Scheduled to be held in Septem-
ber 2021 during the UN General
Assembly meeting in New York,
the UNFSS is supposed to address
the current problems plaguing
food systems. However, this Sum-
mit does not intend to address the
COVID-related food crisis, nor the
structural causes of unsustain-
able, unhealthy, and unjust food
systems. Instead, it is pushing for
an agenda that will not help to
overcome current shortcomings
of the globalized food system but
deepen its problems.

Since the Summit’s announcement
in December 2019, it has received
backlash from over 550 civil
society organizations due to close
ties of the summit organization

with corporate actors, especially
through the partnership of the UN
with the World Economic Forum
(WEF) and the announcement

of the president of the Alliance

for a Green Revolution in Africa
(AGRA) as its Special Envoy.

The UNFSS follows a strong mul-
ti-stakeholder approach, which
puts on equal footing govern-
ments, corporations, other private
sector actors, philanthropies,
scientists and international NGOs.
While Summit organizers aim

to create an illusion of inclusive-
ness, it remains unclear who is

in control of taking decisions and
by what procedures decisions are
made, creating serious problems
of accountability, legitimacy and
democratic decision-making at the
UN. Moreover, the announcement
of the Summit was conveyed by
the UN Secretary-General instead
of being agreed through intergov-
ernmental processes as done by
previous Summits. This creates a
dangerous precedent in the United
Nations, giving corporations a
special entry point to global food
governance without clear rules,
and sidelining existing democratic
multilateral and human rights-
based bodies such as the Commit-
tee on World Food Security (CFS).
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One of the concrete outcomes

of the summit are the so-called
‘coalitions of actions’, which are
multi-stakeholder coalitions
around a specific set of goals upon
which governments, foundations,
NGOs and business associations
agreed.

However, the definition of those
concrete actions is not based

on a deliberation process in

the hand of UN Member States,
but rather exemplifies the risks

of multi-stakeholderism. The
processes to define those actions
lack transparency, while they
also appear to bypass the existing
power imbalances when inviting
‘everyone to sit at the table’. These
are evident features of processes
and related emerging ‘concrete
actions’ that will continue to
value the voices of the most pow-
erful over the voices of those most
marginalized.

It is still unclear what the official
final outcome of the Summit will
be, and how this will be achieved.
In particular, no intergovern-
mental negotiation process

seems to be foreseen for this

final outcome document, putting
in serious question whether the
Summit results can be sufficiently
legitimate for them to be infused
within the existing global food
governance mechanisms.

What seems to be the Summit fol-
low-up processes might also have
severe implications on the govern-
ance ecosystems as the architec-
ture of the Summit preparations
may encroach, displace and
undermine existing legitimate
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intergovernmental institutions.
Instead, to preserve multilateral-
ism and democratic governance
within the UN itself, the UNFSS’
outcomes should be framed in
the same terms as its inception,
namely a Secretary- General’s
statement only.

These illegitimate mechanisms
enable and accelerate the valida-
tion of content within the Summit
that put forward solutions which
clearly serve corporate inter-
ests. These are based on a biased
problem analysis which ignores
both the structural determinants
of hunger, climate crisis and
inequality, and the solutions from
the ground that already exist.

Consequently, the Summit focuses
on ‘solutions’ that are mainly
technological, market-based and
capital-intensive such as digitali-
zation and high-input agriculture.
These will exacerbate depend-
ency on global value chains and
transnational corporations and
further promote ‘farming without
farmers’ while also pushing for
further financialization of nature,
associated with land grabbing
and displacement of populations.
For instance, Bayer, Syngenta

and the World Business Council
for Sustainable Development
(WBCSD) - an international
organization with more than 200
companies working on sustaina-
ble development — propose a set of
“opportunities to invest in soil”,?

2 https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/

unfss_at3_synthesis_propositions_round1.

pdf

reducing soil to a monetary value
as a carbon sink.

The Summit’s agenda further
confuses the real transformative
pathway of agro-ecology with the
greenwashing of corporations
such as through nature-based
solutions or sustainable intensi-
fication while failing to address
social and political dimensions
for transformation. It treats food
as a commodity and not as a
human right and part of the com-
mons, leading to solutions that
might further marginalize public
institutions and communal organ-
izations even though the COVID-
19 pandemic has demonstrated
the pressing need to strengthen
public systems and institutions.

From a transversal analysis

of both process and content,
criticism of the UNFSS have been
expanding and results, today,

in an opposition to it as being

a “train going into the wrong
direction”. Social movements and
civil society organisations artic-
ulated through the Autonomous
People’s Response to the UN Food
Systems Summit have organized
therefore online and in-presence
counter-mobilizations all over the
world to denounce the corporate
food systems agenda promoted by
the UNFSS, but also to defend the
work done over the past 70 years
to build a multilateral, demo-
cratic and civic space for human
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rights that is the United Nations.?
Under the struggle for a real
transformation of the food system
based on human rights, food
sovereignty and agroecology, the
food justice movement, together
with the health and climate jus-
tice advocates, among others, are
uniting in solidarity and globally
to resist the advancement of cor-
porate capture within the United
Nations.

3 The counter-mobilizations took place from
25t0 28 July 2021 online, but also counting
recordings of presential protests at
national level to denounce corporate food
systems. The programme and recordings of
the events can be accessed here: https://
www.foodsystems4people.org

46


https://www.foodsystems4people.org
https://www.foodsystems4people.org

	Chapter 1
	SDG 6
	SDG 5
	_Hlk6066111
	_Hlk19473578
	_4amrv9ruaz32
	_Hlk79931321
	_Hlk79938742
	_Hlk74496542
	Preface
	Diverging recovery – 
deepening inequalities
	Diverging recovery – deepening inequalities
	By Barbara Adams and Jens Martens, Global Policy Forum

	The struggle for the TRIPS waiver
	By K.M. Gopakumar, Third World Network

	COVAX: Risks and side effects of 
multi-stakeholder governance
	By Harris Gleckman, Associate, Transnational Institute

	The WHO pandemic treaty proposal: 
responding to needs or playing COVID geopolitics?
	By Nicoletta Dentico, Society for International Development (SID)

	Challenging decades of privatization and ­de-funding of public services
	By Daria Cibrario, Public Services International (PSI)

	IMF Special Drawing Rights – a historic financial boost to counter the COVID-19 crisis?
	By Bodo Ellmers, Global Policy Forum

	Large corporations cash in on COVID-19 recovery
	By Matti Kohonen, Financial Transparency Coalition

	The UN Food Systems Summit – the wrong way to respond to the global food crisis
	By Magdalena Ackermann, SID and Charlotte Dreger, FIAN

	What have we learned about gender equality ­during the pandemic?
	By Vanita Nayak Mukherjee and Shree Baphna, DAWN

	Recovery in education: The imperative to support and invest in the education workforce
	By David Edwards, General Secretary, Education International


	Exacerbated crises in many countries
	Exacerbated crises in many countries 
	By Roberto Bissio, Social Watch

	Citizens Monitoring COVID-19 Response 
Programmes: The Philippine experience
	By Social Watch Philippines

	Lebanon’s multiple crises
	By Arab NGO Network for Development (ANND)

	Lessons from Colombia: 
To address the causes of social unrest, be serious about progressive tax reforms
	By Sergio Chaparro Hernández, Center for Economic and Social Rights

	Time for feminist transformative policies: 
Towards a national care system in Argentina
	By Corina Rodríguez Enríquez – DAWN

	Vulnerabilities and policy priorities for 
South ­Africa’s COVID-19 third wave
	By Institute for Economic Justice (IEJ)


	Time for transformative 
policies at all levels
	Time for transformative policies at all levels 
	A rights-based economy: In critical times, 
a roadmap for action
	By Kate Donald, Center for Economic and Social Rights (CESR)

	Now is the time to reclaim public services
	Steps to prevent a global debt and austerity pandemic


