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Equitable livelihoods must underpin food
systems transformation

The Sustainable Development Goals cannot be achieved without a transformation towards equitable livelihoods.
Governments and businesses have an onus to protect and improve the livelihoods of people living in vulnerable
situations by creating innovative institutions, policies and investments.
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he United Nations Food Systems

Summit (UNFSS) and ongoing

activities seek to accelerate and
enhance food systems transformation to
favour human and planetary health. Such
a transformation must be achieved with
equitable livelihoods for several billion
people who rely or depend on food systems
for their livelihoods. This is a founding
principle of sustainability and in line
with “leaving nobody behind” of the UN
2030 Sustainability Development Goals
(SDGs). Inequitable livelihoods in food
systems could be defined as inequitable
access to the productive natural resources,
technology and innovation, infrastructure,
economic opportunities, education and
public goods, financial service, healthy
food, social protection, and other livelihood
opportunities for all people along food
systems, especially smallholders, wage
earners, women, youth, elderly, disabled,
minority and Indigenous peoples'
(referred to here as people in situations
of vulnerability). To enable this, drivers
of inequality as they relate to livelihoods
in food systems should be appraised so
that corresponding actions for equitable
livelihoods can be taken by governments,
businesses, communities and civil society,

including producers, workers and consumers.

To explore the major factors affecting
livelihoods, we use the drivers of food
systems identified by the High-Level Panel
of Experts (HLPE) of the UN Committee on
World Food Security, specifically biophysical
and environmental, technology and
infrastructure, economic and political, and
social and demographic drivers®.

Biophysical and environmental drivers
People in situations of vulnerability often
lack access to, but are also more dependent
on, natural resources for subsistence,

food security and nutrition, and income”.
Unequal opportunity and access to
productive natural resources including
land, water, forests and fisheries is a key
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driver of inequitable outcomes; it affects
production, employment, resilience,
income and consumption®. For example,
the landless tend to be the poorest group

in rural areas, usually engaged in wage
employment with low salaries in agriculture
and other food sectors*. The number

of people whose livelihoods depend on
unproductive or degraded lands has been

estimated to be about 1.5 billion worldwide’.

People in situations of vulnerability have
already been disproportionately affected
by climate change, a situation likely to be
more serious in the future®. Constrained
opportunities relating to natural resources
impacting equitability of livelihoods in
food systems are well documented’, yet
the political commitment and resources
to change the current situation is lacking
in most countries. For example, although
the reforms to reallocate land to poor and
landless rural households was initiated

in the 1970s in India, the lack of political
commitment had even resulted in the
increase of landless farmers from 33% in the
1970s to more than 40% after 2000 (ref. ®).

Technology, innovation and infrastruc-
ture drivers

Technologies and innovations in breeding
methods, chemical inputs, mechanization,
irrigation, food processing, logistics and
marketing have already changed the way
food is produced, stored, distributed and
consumed. Such technology, innovation
and infrastructure will be a critical part of
future food systems transformation. These
advances, however, have disproportionately
favoured food systems in high-income
countries and the food environments of the
economically wealthy sub-groups in low-
and middle-income countries (LMIC). For
example, the Green Revolution bypassed
Africa and benefited larger farms more than
smallholders in Asia’. Digital dividends
have been emerging between high-income
countries and LMIC and among people
within a region'. Existing evidence

highlights the importance of technology
access patterns, arrangements, governance
and control to enable (or impede) inclusive
development'’. As roads, railroads, shipping
and cold chain facilities play an essential
role in moving food to areas of shortages
and in stabilizing food prices, poorly
developed infrastructure affects the quality
and safety of nutritious foods. It limits
access to nutritious foods and exacerbates
issues of food loss and waste'?. It also affects
employment opportunities along food
value chains for people in situations of
vulnerability. Investment in infrastructure
has been insufficient, particularly in LMIC.
For example, the total infrastructure
investment needs between 2016 and 2040

is estimated to be US$2.0 trillion for ten of
the G20’s ‘Compact with Africa’ countries,
which is equivalent to 6.8% of total projected
gross domestic product (GDP) for these

10 countries over that period”. For an
inclusive and sustainable future in the 36
least-developed countries in the Asia-Pacific
region, an amount equivalent to 10.5% of
their GDP every year is needed to close

the infrastructure deficit. This far exceeds
current levels of infrastructure funding in
these economies, which ranges from 4 to
7.5% GDP".

Economic and political drivers
Important inequities exist in access to
employment, education, public goods,
financial services, economic opportunities,
healthy food and even social protection,

in particular for people working in food
systems. Although food sector expansion
and trade liberalization may generate
employment and economic opportunities
and helps smooth domestic food prices,
people living in situations of vulnerability
have unequal access to the benefits from
trade and are more exposed to trade shocks
when they occur'. For example, while

the positive impacts of agricultural trade
liberalization are greater than the negative
ones in China, poorer households in the
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western parts of China are hurt because they
produce commodities that would require
positive rates of protection; the latter falls
with trade liberalization'®. In addition,

the progressive concentration in recent
decades has also reshaped agrifood supply
chains in ways that enhance the power

and influence of large corporations within
food systems, with negative consequences
for food security’. Conflicts and food
crises often disproportionality affect those
engaged in the food system. Economic

and political instability also exacerbates
existing inequitable access to innovations,
technology and infrastructure'’. People
living in situations of vulnerability are
disproportionately affected by all of these,
as shown by the three UN Rome-based
agencies in their latest reports, which point
out conflicts as the main reason for an
increasing number of persons suffering
from hunger in recent years. The conflict
in Ukraine is providing additional evidence
in this regard. All of the above inequalities
call for considerable efforts to enable more
inclusive and equitable transformation of
food systems. Political and administrative
structures have an important role to play
as they very often preclude smallholders
and small businesses from fully engaging in
markets or accessing services. Regulatory
systems, including food safety and product
standards, may in particular marginalize or
disempower smallholders'®.

Socio-cultural and demographic drivers
Several socio-cultural drivers (for example,
social injustice, systemic discrimination,
language and cultural barriers) underpin
inequalities within food systems and
constrain the potential for some to benefit
from actions to improve livelihoods".
Evidence suggests that, in addition to
education, women face many additional
barriers in starting and running businesses
as compared with their male counterparts
due to lack of mobility, access to finance and
access to business networks and mentors;
limited leadership experience; lower
literacy and numeracy; and discriminatory
gender norms and stereotypes among

other factors"**. Socio-cultural drivers

also influence the dynamics of other
drivers, including economic and political,
demographic, and innovation/technology,
among others. As a result, several groups,
particularly women and youth as well

as smallholder farmers and Indigenous
peoples, often face real barriers with respect
to land rights, access to employment and
financial services, among others. Such
barriers may also limit women’s access

to several types of social protection
programme, including public works and

agricultural input and support. Despite the
broad international consensus about the
important role Indigenous women play in
eradicating hunger and malnutrition, there
are still limitations in the recognition and
exercise of their rights**>. Many people who
depend on food systems for their livelihoods
rely on informal sectors, particularly

those living in vulnerable situations. This
constrains their access to financial services”.
It is also well documented that they have
less access to and lower coverage of social
protection (for example, social assistance,
insurance and inclusion)*.

A rights-based way forward

Most SDGs cannot be achieved if food
systems are not transformed in an inclusive
manner for all people, particularly those
living in situations of vulnerability.

Given the substantial inequity and the
multi-dimensionality of its drivers in food
systems, achieving equitable livelihoods
requires the development of game-changing
and systemic solutions. These solutions
should be rights-based, ensuring that the
right to food and other human rights are
upheld for all. Only a “radically transformed
food system would ensure equity and agency
for these food system actors, as highlighted
by the HLPE’. Achieving this transformation
will require breaking down current
institutional, policy and investment silos. In
September 2021, the UN Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres declared that “advance
equitable livelihoods, decent work and
empowered communities” is one of five
action areas to help inform the transitions
needed to realize the vision of the 2030
Agenda®. In Report 4 of the Member State
Dialogue Synthesis issued in March 2022,
102 of the 111 national pathway documents
refer to priority themes that are linked to
this action area®.

With less than a decade to the 2030 SDG
commitments, we propose that three areas
need concerted commitment and action to
achieve equitable livelihoods as part of food
systems transformation and as a pathway
towards sustainability:

(1) Alter institutions and power structures
to ensure people in food systems have
equitable access to productive natural
resources, technology and innovation,
infrastructure, public goods, employ-
ment, financial services, markets,
healthy food, and social protection.
While Report 4 does show that many
member countries are planning to cre-
ate more equitable livelihoods in food
systems, actual actions have lagged™.

(2) Repurpose when needed and increase
when feasible government and private

investments in land and water, technol-
ogy, infrastructure, education, training,
social protection, and finance, ensur-
ing that they primarily benefit the

most vulnerable through their effective
deployment. There is currently a call for
this repurposing on fiscal investments
to favour human and planet under the
UN, G7 and G20.

(3) Realize the paradigm shift, transform
agency and initiate support policies and
targeted programmes to improve the
livelihoods of those living in situations
of vulnerability through skill and capac-
ity building so that they can realize the
potential of improved institutional and
investment actions for inclusive food
systems transformation. The policy rec-
ommendations expressed and validated
through the UNFSS now have to be
translated into actionable policies and
programmes.

Unpinning the intense economic
expansion of the twentieth century is the
assumption that growth itself can drive
equitable income distribution and decent
livelihoods for all. Evidence clearly illustrates
that this has not been the case, and growing
inequity is a major constraint to sustainable
development. Changing this trajectory
requires a paradigm shift at global,
regional and national levels, reaching all
levels and drivers of food systems. The many
dialogues and action areas of the UNFSS
provide the impetus and some concrete
pathways to advancing this shift, but
diligent attention to progress and holding
all stakeholders to account for commitments
is urgently needed. a
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