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WORK PACKAGE OBJECTIVES  

Objectives of WP2 

 Develop a conceptual framework able to capture the multidimensionality of FNS and food 
system vulnerabilities and the complexity of their drivers 

 Analyse how food system vulnerabilities are perceived and communicated across Europe 

 Build a ‘vulnerability matrix’ through the analysis of discourse on FNS at EU and at the 
national level, and to assess the relative importance of vulnerability dimensions and drivers 
in different national contexts 
 

OBJECTIVE OF THE DELIVERABLE  

This task aims to complement and build on the analyses conducted under Task 2.2 and feed into the 
European comparative analysis carried out in task 2.4. In order to fulfil this objective the partners 
UNIPI, Cardiff University, KU Leuven, BSC and JYU will interview a total of 30 stakeholders. This will 
allow us to further contextualise identified dimensions and drivers of FNS and to canvass opinions on 
how food system vulnerabilities are and should be assessed. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
This document presents the results of a stakeholder survey with experts from five different European 

countries: UK, Italy, Latvia, Finland and Belgium. The survey consisted of discussing with experts, in a 

comparative way, the main results from the national reports (WP 2 task 2.2) on one hand, while on the 

other hand, exploring how vulnerabilities are actually assessed in each national context and how they 

should be assessed. The first part of the survey gives new insights into national vulnerabilities and 

narratives, which have been incorporated in the cross-national comparative report (task 2.4). It is 

important to highlight that many responses show a lack of understanding of the differences between 

vulnerability drivers and vulnerabilities, as well as difficulties in distinguishing between what is 

reported in the media and people’s perceptions of what the important issues are - beyond what is 

reported in media articles. The second part of the survey constitutes the core of this report, tackling 

vulnerability assessment in different national contexts.  

By and large, the five national teams faced difficulties in finding comprehensive vulnerability 

assessments of FNS at the national level. In some cases, for example in the UK, there has been an 

enormous amount of work by CSOs, the government, academics and the private sector to collect data 

around different aspects related to FNS. As the Belgium team states, there is a large amount of reliable 

data available but existing studies each focus on one specific aspect of vulnerability. However, in other 

countries the availability of data is much less, and sometimes data is not publicly accessible or shared 

such as the analysis is developed by private stakeholders. The Finnish interviewees mentioned a 

shortage of accurate and prompt official statistics. The Latvian team also reported the limitations of 

existing sources – such as an inadequate level of data generalization, lack of more detailed and 

explanatory links between the data – as well as the use of outdated material. In the UK some 

respondents cast doubts in the quality of data and bias of some reports. 

The respondents proposed some key indicators which relied on their own expertise and therefore do 

not constitute a comprehensive list of elements. In fact, in some cases normative views about what a 

resilient food system is emerged rather than proposals to measure certain aspects or dynamics within 

the food system. Many respondents called for better data on micro-food security -including aspects 

related to poverty, culture, consumption and purchases- but trying to understand households’ 

behaviours in context, unpacking causality patterns. Other respondents highlighted the importance of 

macro-food security aspects, stressing a flow or systems perspective that takes into account 

interdependencies or as another interviewee expressed it “system indicators”. There were proposals 

for relatively new indicators such as the “health of labour” (UK), self-awareness of consumption 

behaviour (Italy), preparedness (Finland), taste and current/potential technologies (Belgium). There 

were also other indicators mentioned that tackle aspects of agriculture, technology, social justice, 

environment, or food safety. There are some existing indicators that were highlighted as particularly 

useful such as the Sustainability Assessment of Food and Agriculture systems (SAFA) developed by FAO 

http://www.fao.org/nr/sustainability/sustainability-assessments-safa/en/ and Healthy Eating Index 

(HEI) developed by USDA http://www.cnpp.usda.gov/healthyeatingindex.  

According to the stakeholder survey results, vulnerability assessments should have a generic base that 

could be used in different countries to allow comparisons. In fact, establishing the ‘boundaries’ of this 

http://www.fao.org/nr/sustainability/sustainability-assessments-safa/en/
http://www.cnpp.usda.gov/healthyeatingindex
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assessment is a key step that will condition the whole exercise. Some respondents were particularly 

keen to develop a European assessment rather than national ones.  

In most countries public institutions were considered as being responsible for developing vulnerability 

assessments, in coordination with other national and international players. In the UK respondents 

reckon the government should be involved. However many cast doubts about its impartiality. Clearly, 

this type of assessment would need input from different types of stakeholders and expertise to act in 

a coordinated way. The stakeholders involved will condition the buy-in of the results from different 

interest groups.  

One of the main limitations in developing a comprehensive FNS vulnerability assessment is linked to 

the complex character of FNS issues. This complexity first of all requires knowledge of food systems 

and food security that is not necessarily shared by relevant public institutions, CSOs and the private 

sector. For example, in the case of Latvia food security is relatively a new concept in the public debate. 

This leads to experts experiencing difficulties in positioning their specific set of knowledge, 

professional roles and duties in relation to FNS. This complexity also has consequences in terms of 

political responsibility over ensuring FNS, which tends to rest in different sectors and therefore it is not 

clearly attributed to any of the governing institutions. Furthermore, the different levels of governance 

complicate the development of an assessment that captures the different FNS links. The Finnish results 

also illustrate how the national perception of low risk of suffering food and nutrition insecurity 

conditions the experts’ views on vulnerability assessment exercises. Other limitations related to this 

complexity include the enormous cost that a comprehensive vulnerability assessment constitutes as 

well as the difficulties in developing an assessment that will be adopted/respected by different 

narratives. This complexity might also compromise its usefulness as a communication tool. 

The benefits of a vulnerability assessment are mainly the capacity to guide policy-making at national 

and European levels, to develop a comprehensive account of the food system, to increase 

coordination among public institutions and private actors, to integrate different narratives and 

constitute a powerful communication tool.  

In the light of these results we outline the following policy recommendations: 

 Establish linkages between different administrative departments and institutions that can 

impact on FNS outcomes - for example, agricultural policy and social policy both impact on 

national FNS. 

 Develop knowledge and skills around FNS and vulnerability assessment that allow collection 

of appropriate data but also establish relevant linkages to decrease the vulnerability of the 

national/European food system. 

 Develop robust and credible measures, incorporating diverse methods and consider different 

perceptions on FNS and vulnerability. 

 Collect data at different scales and relate national data to the European context. 

 Promote data sharing (qualitative and quantitative) by different stakeholders (e.g. CSO, 

retailers, etc.)  

 



 
 

 
 

7 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 
This document presents the results of a stakeholder survey with experts from five different European 

countries: UK, Italy, Latvia, Finland and Belgium. The survey consisted of discussing with experts, in a 

comparative way, the main results of the national reports (WP 2 task 2.2) on one hand, while on the 

other hand, exploring how vulnerabilities are assessed in each national context and how they should 

be assessed. The first part of the survey gives new insights into national vulnerabilities and narratives, 

being instrumental in the development of the cross-national comparative report (task 2.4). The second 

part of the survey tackles vulnerability assessment in different national contexts. This second part 

constitutes a new contribution to the debate on vulnerabilities and Food and Nutrition Security (FNS), 

mobilising debates and concepts developed in TRANSMANGO’s conceptual framework. Consequently, 

this report will pay special attention to vulnerability assessment implications arising from the 

stakeholder survey. 

 

1.1 VULNERABILITY ASSESSMENT IN TRANSMANGO 

 

The term vulnerability is widely used in many traditions and disciplines, constituting “a powerful 

analytical tool for describing states of susceptibility to harm, powerlessness, and marginality of both 

physical and social systems, and for guiding normative analysis of actions to enhance well-being 

through reduction of risk” (Adger, 2006: 268). The term vulnerability has gathered increasing interest 

in the arena of human-environment relationships and therefore has resulted in different and 

sometimes contested definitions. Scholars even classify these traditions differently. For example in 

climate change debates O’Brien (2006) distinguishes between studies that consider ‘vulnerability as an 

outcome’ and those which highlight ‘contextual vulnerability’, stressing processes of vulnerability. 

Adger (2006) in turn classifies four antecedents of vulnerability research depending on the level of 

integration of social and environmental elements. The first antecedent revolves around the 

vulnerability of livelihoods to poverty, based on the entitlements approach developed by Sen (1984) 

that highlights the role of social differentiation in causing vulnerabilities although generally underplays 

ecological and physical factors. This approach has evolved including aspects of development 

economics, resulting in frameworks such as the sustainable livelihoods mostly applied in poverty 

alleviation studies with special focus on consumption of households (Ellis, 2000; Dercon 2004). The 

second research tradition on natural hazards incorporates elements of engineering; physical and social 

science to assess the exposure, probability and impact of hazards on different groups in society (see 

Burton et al. (1993)). The human and political ecology tradition called for a better understanding of 

political and structural causes of vulnerability that were by-passed in more managerial approaches, i.e. 

why poor/marginalised people are most at risk from natural hazards (Watts, 1983). Finally, Blaikie et 

al. (1994) propose a pressure and release model (PAR) of hazards combining elements from previous 

approaches, where pressures of vulnerability come from physical and biological hazards, cumulative 

progression of vulnerability and root causes linked to local geographies and social differentiation. 
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However, according to Adger (2006), the PAR model fails to provide a systematic view of mechanisms 

that lead to vulnerability. 

In order to supercede limitations of previous traditions, Turner et al., (2003) propose an integrative 

and interdisciplinary vulnerability framework for the assessment of coupled human-environment 

systems. In this framework they aim to address who and what are vulnerable to multiple 

environmental changes underway considering vulnerability a property of social-ecological systems 

which requires unpacking linkages within and without these systems. However, other research argues 

for a better understanding of the interactions between social dynamics within a social-ecological 

system in order to unpack vulnerability mechanisms, with the multilevel interactions between system 

components being what determines system vulnerability (Ericksen et al 2005, Eakin 2005). 

A synthesis of this literature led to the development of a vulnerability framework in TRANSMANGO as 

represented below in Figure 1 (see TRANSMANGO conceptual framework for a full description).  

Figure 1 Vulnerability framework in TRANSMANGO 

 

ASSETS

VULNERABILITY OF SYTSEM(S) / OF PEOPLE VULNERABILITY OF SYTSEM(S) / OF PEOPLE 

HAZARD(S) (SHOCKS & STRESSES)HAZARD(S) (SHOCKS & STRESSES)

SENSITIVITY

EXPOSURE
ADAPTIVE 
CAPACITY

OUTCOMESOUTCOMES

DYNAMIC PRESSURESDYNAMIC PRESSURES

ROOT CAUSESROOT CAUSES
 

 

The model identifies three drivers of system(s)/people vulnerability: root causes, dynamic pressures, 

and hazards (i.e. shocks and stresses), as in the PAR model. Root causes and dynamic pressures act on 

the system to shape the vulnerability context (the term replaces ‘unsafe environment’ of the PAR 

model, and it is taken from the ‘sustainable rural livelihoods’ framework). They influence the level of 

assets, exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity to hazards (i.e. shocks and stresses).  
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The double arrow to/from outcomes signifies the feedbacks between the outcomes and the 

vulnerability of the system. On one hand, the outcomes of a hazard undermine the system assets and 

alter its sensitiveness. On he other hand, experience of past events helps the system to learn, so to 

improve its adaptive capacity and investment in those assets that revealed themselves crucial in 

mitigating the impact. The single arrow from outcomes to root causes and dynamic pressures signifies 

feedbacks that exist between them.  

 

1.2 METHODOLOGY 

This stakeholder’s survey aimed to complement and build on the analyses conducted under Task 2.2 

and feed into the European comparative analysis carried out in task 2.4. In order to fulfil this objective 

the partners UNIPI, Cardiff University, KU Leuven, BSC and JYU interviewed a total of 30 stakeholders, 

6 interviews each. The interviews were recorded and conducted on skype, by telephone or in person 

and included two main sections, firstly a discussion around the main results of the national media 

analysis and secondly a conversation around how vulnerabilities are actually assessed and should be 

assessed in each national context.  

 

The criteria for selecting interviewees were the inclusion of stakeholders with an expertise on different 

dimensions and drivers of FNS and on food systems’ vulnerabilities assessment at national/regional 

levels. These stakeholders could include policy-makers, consumer organisations, environmental 

groups, retailers, fair trade networks and NGOs. It was paramount to adopt a systemic view of the food 

system and ensure that all of its stages (processing, distribution, transformation, etc.) were covered. 

It was also important to include insights that are being by-passed in the media analysis. 

These interviews constitute the main empirical material used in developing this report. The following 

sections present the results by country, having two differentiated sections: on the one hand the 

feedback on the national reports and on the other hand the discussion on vulnerability assessment. 

The last section of this report points out the key elements on vulnerability assessment arising from the 

comparison of the different national surveys and informs that the policy recommendations provided. 

2 RESULTS BY COUNTRY 

2.1 UNITED KINGDOM 

A total of six experts were interviewed between March and April 2015. These stakeholders represent 

different sectors and narratives of the food system as the table below shows.  
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Table 1. UK stakeholders 

Title Surname First name organisation Entity 

Prof Crute Ian Agriculture and Horticulture 
Development Board (AHDB), part of 
Foresight for the UK gov the Future of 
Food and Farming  

Public 

Mr Cooper Niall  Church Action on Poverty CSO 

Mr Devlin Stephen  New Economics Foundation CSO 

Ms Henderson Bridget Unite the Union Private 

Mr Parry Andrew Special Advisor - Food & Drink-WRAP Private 

Mr Edwards David International Sustainable Unit CSO 

 

2.1.1 Feedback from UK Media Analysis 

2.1.1.1 Vulnerability drivers 

In TRANSMANGO we define vulnerability drivers as threats to the food system that may affect its 

capacity to deliver food and nutrition security for all. As a result of the UK media analysis (see UK 

National report http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/d2.2%20p4%20uk.pdf ), the 

following drivers were identified. They have been classified under 5 dimensions and with different 

levels of importance (++ most mentioned, + mentioned , rarely mentioned). 

Table 2. Vulnerability drivers identified in the UK media analysis 

Ecological  Social  Economic  Political  Technological  

Bad weather 
and climate 
change ++ 

Unsustainable 
purchasing & 
eating practices 
++  

Dependency on 
food imports and 
international 
trade++  

Cuts on public 
expenditure ++ 

GMs ++ 

Agro-
chemical use 
+ 

Food fraud and 
crime ++ 

Economic crisis++  Tax avoidance + Food contamination + 

Pollution+  Population 
growth +  

Price volatility and 
surges ++ 

  Intensive 
livestock/production 
+ 

Spread of 
animal & 
plant 
diseases  

Increasing social 
inequalities + 

Land competition +     

  Food industry 
lobbying & 
advertisement  

Food chain 
complexity & 
inefficiencies  

    

  Violence and riots  Financial 
speculation  

    

 

http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/d2.2%20p4%20uk.pdf
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Overall, interviewees found this table to be a comprehensive account of food and nutrition security 

vulnerability drivers. Nevertheless, their responses show a lack of understanding of the differences 

between vulnerability drivers and vulnerabilities, as well as difficulties in distinguishing between what 

is reported in the media and people’s perceptions of what the important issues are - beyond what is 

reported in media articles. Consequently, the comments and suggestions expand the media 

perspective by including an expert perspective on these issues. The responses have also been clustered 

in the five dimensions outlined in the table, although in many cases these vulnerabilities drivers are 

related to more than one dimension as we should see below.  

Ecological 

 Soil: Half of the interviewees mentioned the importance of considering soil erosion, depletion 

and degradation. 

 Biodiversity: Interviewees highlighted agro-biodiversity and its role in land productivity as well 

as the linkages with soil and water depletion.  

 Water: Two interviewees mentioned water competition and related conflicts as a key 

vulnerability. This driver probably has a wider international dimension than a UK perspective. 

Water is also linked to the vulnerability driver bad weather and climate change.  

 Energy: Energy-related concerns were mentioned by three respondents in different 

categories, economic and ecological. One of them put special emphasis on fossil fuel 

dependency while another mentioned biofuels. This dependency debate also highlighted the 

level of dependency on other resources such as phosphate. 

 Nutrient flow: One respondent proposed this vulnerability driver (or vulnerability) to 

understand global and local circulation of nutrients and related interdependencies, for 

instance in relation to meat production and import of feed. 

 Antibiotic use: This driver could be included in agro-chemical use. It also has a technological 

dimension as well as health implications but the emphasis was placed on the increasing 

reliance on these technologies and the creation of further vulnerabilities.  

 One respondent enlarged the driver Spread of animal and plant diseases highlighting two 

issues: 

o Pandemics: Pandemics which might be caused by the spread of animal and plant 

diseases but they can also have other origins. When pandemics break they occupy the 

front line of media agendas for example in the case of avian flu. 

o Diseases and viruses that jump species: a clear example is BSE. The interviewee 

anticipated that these events are likely to occur more frequently because of the 

industrialisation of agriculture and food production. 

 Seeds and more generally ownership of resources: This vulnerability driver is linked to the five 

vulnerability dimensions. The interviewee put particular emphasis on seeds and F1 hybrids. 

 Challenges in the adaptation of crop varieties: One of the respondents highlighted the 

challenges in adapting crop varieties in the context of climate change, alleging a lack of 

understanding of the complex interactions that allow plants to produce food. For instance, 

temperature or rain patterns might change but day light will not, therefore it will be difficult 
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to simply change the current geography of crops to adapt agricultural production. In his/her 

view, this calls for a complex investigation where technology is key. 

Social 

 Competences and skills: Loss of skills and competences is a key vulnerability driver that relies 

both in the education system and the need of curriculum changes, but also more generally in 

societal dynamics. Lack of knowledge transfer is also a related factor. 

 Perceptions around technology: One of the participants highlighted people’s attitudes about 

technology and policy makers’ perceptions of people’s attitudes as key vulnerability drivers. 

The interviewee argued that these two sometimes are quite different. For example, in the case 

of nanotechnology and radiation politicians and the industry take decisions without 

necessarily engaging with the public while GMs constitute a public debate.  

 Food culture: One of the interviewees highlighted food culture as a public good that has not 

been adequately protected. This includes lack of education, access to information, having the 

expertise and time to act and availability of food. S/he contends that culture has value and 

needs to be adequately protected. There is also a more general point made by this participant 

who highlights that many problems can be narrated around market failure. There is a lack of 

transparency and information -we don’t know what we are buying- and therefore the market 

cannot function properly. 

 

Economic 

 Household incomes: Three participants proposed to unpack further the economic crisis box 

/inequalities to include household income. This box will include pressures from low pay 

(including the failure to of pay living wages), increases in costs of other essential services which 

act as competing demands, and lack of security around social and welfare payments. This 

vulnerability bridges economic and social aspects.  

 Economic crisis: This vulnerability driver not only affects household incomes but also other 

support services provided by different administration levels (from local to national). 

Consequently this driver should be linked to cuts on public expenditure. 

 It is important to include aspects related to the configuration of poor neighbourhoods with 

limited access to services and fresh fruit and vegetables. 

 Land concentration, use and management: Interviewees highlighted further issues around 

land which are not only about competition, such as concentration and soil depletion. In this 

area, one respondent stresses the importance of having a strategic approach to the use of 

land. This respondent in particular calls for a European approach to land use where different 

places might dedicate their land to different uses but with a concerted vision.  

 Concentration of supply chain power: The concentration of power in the supply chain results 

in opportunities for monopolistic behaviour in terms of a well-functioning market which 

reinforces vulnerability in the food system. 

 Capital: One interviewee summarized many of the issues affecting FNS as a consequence of 

how capital behaves. For example, technologies such as GMs become a threat because capital 
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works in favour of acquisition and creation of more capital rather than considering health and 

welfare of society as whole, and particularly of workers.  

Political 

 International conflicts: Two of the respondents highlighted international tensions and 

instability as a vulnerability driver, citing the conflict between Russia and Ukraine and the 

associated effects of trade sanctions.  

 Tensions between political objectives: One of the interviewees stressed the tensions between 

health and sustainability objectives in policy-making. For example, salt reduction affects shelf-

life which can have an effect on how long companies and people can store food and therefore 

impact food waste and prices. Another example is the dietary requirements around oily fish 

and current depletion of fisheries. These tensions create confusion for consumers but also to 

the food industry that has to deliver against different objectives with unintended 

consequences.  

 De-regulatory agenda: According to one stakeholder, there is a deregulatory agenda driving 

policy around either removing protection or preventing protection in specific areas such as 

foreign trade and manufacturing.  

 Low priority of food in the political agenda: Food is not part of the political discourse and 

therefore there are uncertainties around how or where it fits within departments and policies.  

Technological 

 Perceptions around technology (linked as well to the social dimension): One respondent 

highlighted people’s perceptions about technology as a vulnerability driver, but also the 

perceptions around society’s perception can constitute a barrier as well. For instance, the 

media sometimes report something as a scare story when most of the population might be 

more relaxed about it.  

 Packaging contamination 

 Antibiotic resistance 

Other cross-cutting issues: 

 Labour abuses: One respondent highlighted labour abuses as a cross-cutting issue. This 

vulnerability driver includes from trafficking by gangs and workers in enslaved conditions to 

health and safety of workers, hygiene, people not being paid what they are owed, low salaries, 

etc. 

Following this feedback, we modified the table of vulnerability drivers as follows (in green are modified 

or new vulnerability drivers): 
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Table 3. UK Vulnerability drivers with input from stakeholders 

Ecological  Social  Economic  Political  Technological  

Bad weather and 
climate change  

Unsustainable 
purchasing & 
eating 
practices  

Dependency on 
food imports and 
international 
trade 

Cuts on public 
expenditure  

GMs  

Agro-chemical use 
and antibiotics 

Food fraud and 
crime  

Economic crisis: 
decrease of 
household 
incomes 

Tax avoidance  Food contamination  

Pollution  Population 
growth  

Price volatility 
and surges ++ 

Ownership of 
resources  

Intensive 
livestock/production  

Spread of animal & 
plant diseases 
(pandemics and 
inter-species 
spread)  

Increasing 
social 
inequalities  

Land 
competition, 
management 
and 
concentration 

International 
conflicts  

Perceptions about 
technology 

Depletion of soils, 
biodiversity, water 
and other natural 
resources 

Food industry 
lobbying & 
advertisement  

Food chain 
complexity, 
concentration & 
inefficiencies  

De-regulatory 
agenda 

Packaging 
 

Energy 
dependency/Fossil 
fuels 

Violence and 
riots  

Financial 
speculation  

Low priority of 
food in policy 
agenda 

Antibiotic resistance  

Nutrient flow Loss of skills 
and 
competence 

Capital 
circulation 

Tensions 
between 
political 
objectives 

 

Challenges of 
adaptation of crops 

Erosion of food 
culture 

Labour abuses   

 Food culture    

 

2.1.1.2 Vulnerable groups 

  

The UK media analysis allowed us to identify the following vulnerable groups: 

 Poor people: unemployed and working poor: “The poor” are repeatedly mentioned in the 

media as one of the most vulnerable groups, but rarely is it specified who ‘the poor’ are, apart 

from referring to them as users of food aid, mostly in the form of food banks. These poor 

include homeless people, but increasingly unemployed people on benefits and working poor. 

 Elderly: Although 10% of old people in the UK are malnourished, they are much less mentioned 

in the food poverty/security debate compared to other groups. They are mostly mentioned in 

relation to food banks and hospital admissions 
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 Children: Poverty, and particularly food poverty among children, has caused deep concern. 

For example, the media quoted extensively a report carried out by Kellogg’s (2013) which 

showed that one in seven children are going to school hungry. There is also a growing concern 

around child obesity.  

 Ethnic minorities and migrants: There is a lack of reference in the media to ethnic minorities 

and, to lesser extent, to immigrants. Immigrants are mentioned mostly as being not eligible to 

work or claim benefits, and therefore resort to using food banks. There have been some 

newspapers reporting immigrants as abusing the system, including food banks.  

 People with health issues, disabled or violence victims: Again, food poverty or insecurity in 

the UK is framed under food bank usage. Users include people with drug problems, mental 

and/or physical health issues, disabilities or domestic violence victims. Many of these 

problems are more acute for people living in remote areas who have to travel to access food 

(either shops or food aid) or in urban environments, which have poor provision and with 

expensive transport links. A clear vulnerable group in terms of food security includes those 

who have a diet related illness, including malnutrition from deficiencies of vitamins linked to 

reduced consumption of fruit and vegetables and overweight and obese people. In the latter 

case, the problem is tackled from an obesity epidemic perspective or discussed in relation to 

a core question: to what extent are overweight and obese people responsible for their diet 

related problems?  

 Small producers and other food chain actors: Small producers are mostly mentioned in 

relation to developing countries. They are referred to as vulnerable in many aspects, including 

lack of food security and lack of access to basic needs and productive assets, exposure to 

extreme weather events and climate change, harsh working conditions, and lack of negotiating 

power in the food chain. By and large, in the UK there is an omission of focus on vulnerable 

people other than consumers.  

Overall, stakeholders agreed with the vulnerable groups identified, and the fact that media focuses 

heavily on food banks and food bank users. However, one respondent challenged the use of vulnerable 

groups as a way of understanding vulnerability. Her/his contention is that people are vulnerable in 

different ways, for example the lower income tier is going to be spending a higher proportion of their 

income in food, therefore they are more vulnerable to price volatility. Nevertheless, since everyone 

interacts or is part of the food system, there are vulnerabilities of the system that affect everyone, 

such as the horse meat scandal. Having a more systemic approach is therefore paramount rather than 

identifying discrete groups. 

Other elements highlighted by interviewees include specific comments on the vulnerable groups 

identified and cross-cutting issues: 

Suggestions on vulnerable groups identified: 

 Small producers and other food chain actors should also include a British perspective on the 

problem, for instance including living wages campaigns, supermarket workers, and the conflict 

around UK milk prices (which are below cost of production). UK producers can be considered 

by and large vulnerable given their lack of negotiation power in the food chain. At the moment, 



 
 

 
 

16 

this is characterised by the price wars among UK supermarkets where even major companies 

that supply big retailers are being squeezed. More generally, a respondent identifies workers 

themselves as a vulnerable group, including people working in the food chain. 

 Some commentators suggest expanding the category Poor people: unemployed and working 

poor or developing a new category around benefits and the welfare system, and the effect 

they have when these safety nets do not work properly. It is important to include shift-workers 

and also people that lack time, as well as sedentary lifestyles. Another interviewee identifies 

underemployment as a key problem as well. 

 Ethnic minorities and migrants: This group did not receive as much attention in the media as 

the rest. Therefore some interviewees argue it is important that the document reflects this 

lower weight. 

Cross-cutting issues 

 Lack of education: The lack of education and access to information is a cross-cutting issue 

affecting several groups that goes beyond consumption options. This includes cooking skills 

but also knowledge on nutritional content, balanced diets, etc. 

“The current obesogenic environment requires certain knowledge and skills to navigate 

the landscape, and without those skills you become vulnerable.” 

 Public/private responsibility: There is a need to balance individual responsibility and the public 

good. The creation of these obesogenic environments is an assault on a private good. There 

are relationships between access to food and geography, transport and built environment.  

 Lack of time. 

 Class: One respondent highlighted class as “the link that makes all those groups vulnerable”. 

In this regard, the interviewee highlights the demonization of unemployed and people on 

benefits by sections of the media. In particular,, s/he identifies benefits or state support as a 

unifying element that links the different vulnerable groups identified: poor, elderly, children, 

ethnic minorities and people with health issues. This respondent provided as an example 

people that work full time in the food chain but are still eligible for work benefits given their 

low pay or their zero-hours contracts that ultimately results in low hours of work. 

 Present-Future: According to one respondent, the predicted trend of increasing food prices 

will ultimately translate into an increase in the proportion of disposable income allocated to 

food of household for different tiers of society. This will have an overall impact on a much 

higher proportion of the population’s wellbeing, leading to civil unrest.  

2.1.1.2 Food and Nutrition Security narratives 

We discussed throughout the interviews the FNS narratives identified in the UK media analysis, which 

were the following: 
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Table 4. UK Narratives identified in media analysis 

Narratives Key concepts / suggested solutions 

Ecological 
(sustainability) 

Sustainable food production 

Productionist Stimulating production and increasing productivity, sustainable intensification 

Free trade Relying on competitive advantages and creating global food chains is the way 
to assure an efficient and affordable food provision 

Regulatory Markets work inefficiently since they do not consider environmental, social and 
economic sustainability or the fulfilment of the right to food. Governments are 
responsible for people’s FNS 

Individualistic People are responsible for their own choices and associated consequences, 
therefore they are the ones responsible forassuring FNS in their households 

Social justice 
(distributive 
justice) 

People are arbitrarily born with distinct endowments. A Social justice narrative 
would recognise this as unfair and would aim to correct those initial differences 
in order to deliver FNS for all. Redistribution and effective welfare enables FNS  

Solidarity People should help each other to achieve FNS, building a “Big society”. Food 
assistance is an expression of this community and solidarity spirit delivering 
short term and effective solutions for people in need.  

Sovereignty People and communities must have control over their food systems in order to 
deliver FNS. 

Technology New technological developments would deliver FNS for all 

Quality Having access to nutritious, healthy and good food. 

Food safety Food safety standards are key for national FNS  

 

Respondents were very positive about this table, as a way of “capturing the areas where conversations 

and controversies hinge”. There were some general comments such as the interactions between some 

of these narratives. Several respondents identified two main narratives, one around productionism, 

free trade, technology and anti-regulation; and another one around regulation, local production, small 

scale. Interestingly, this second group is made up of attributes that are not directly described as such 

in the narratives identified in the UK media analysis. Another respondent distinguished two clusters, 

on the one hand narratives linked to neoliberal agendas and on the other hand, a more social state 

that cares for the public good.  

Nevertheless some interviewees proposed including other narratives or enlargingthe description of 

some of them, mainly: 

 The ecological narrative could also integrate consumption, with issues around meat 

consumption, fair trade and animal welfare. Another respondent points out the possibility of 

integrating an ecological public health perspective, including healthy environments and 

societies. 

 The food sovereignty narrative could expand more on community production and self-

reliance, explicitly mentioning the creation of a local food system. 

 One respondent argued about the need to incorporate a narrative about labour abuses, which 

covers the squeeze of workers conditions by a profit driven food system, having impacts on 
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health, the environment, economy, etc. not only for workers themselves but in the broader 

food system. 

Some respondents also highlighted the importance of assuming that there is not a right answer but a 

mixture of elements is needed. Controversially, others were quite clear about their personal or 

organisational position in these narratives. Therefore, an extra question was added around which 

which narratives are more important for your organisation, complementing the initial questions on 

which narratives are more important in national debates and which ones are more influential in policy 

arenas. In many cases these last two were the same.  

 Most important narratives for particular organisations 

o Sustainable food production and consumption, regulatory (governments as 

facilitators)  

o Ecological, regulatory, social justice and solidarity 

o Ecological and regulatory, understanding these two as the state protecting public 

goods at stake in the food system. Social justice as particularly important for children.  

o Social justice, ecological and food sovereignty (2). 

 

 Most important narratives for current national debates:  

There is a general agreement that productionist, free trade and technology narratives rank high in 

national debates and they are also the most influential in policy-making. The most salient of these 

three would be the productionist narrative in response to climate change or food security.  

“The productionist and the technology narrative are quite powerful because it is quite emotive to say 

we can feed hungry people and we can do it now. But now is not about a fair distribution of nutrition,it 

is about profits.” 

There is some controversy around individualistic positions, since some respondents highlight that the 

UK “is benign when it comes to social justice. I think there is a general socio-democratic feel about the 

way you look at food as sort of an essential part of life”. However, most respondents identify a debate 

and policy agenda around the need to change individual behaviour. This is linked to a narrative of 

empowering consumers to make the right choices which will be more effective than regulation. 

Therefore, this change of individual behaviour will merge individualistic and free trade narratives. 

Another respondent highlights the salience of solidarity and social justice narratives in current debates 

driven by the Church and NGOS, and as an unintended consequence of austerity policies. In this 

approach, some respondents distinguish between mainstream narratives and food movement 

narratives, with the mainstream being around productionism, free trade, technology and 

individualism; and the food movement narratives around ecological, regulatory and sovereignty.  

 Most influential narratives on national policies:  

Similarly to the national debates, respondents highlight productivism, free-trade, and technology 

narratives as main drivers of national policy (and also European policy) which some recognise as a 
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“consistent policy position with regard to food production, food systems and the food economy” while 

others are very much critical of those discourses.  

”People are quite frightened about tackling consumption,it is much more about how can we produce 

our way out of this and exploit technology to help us do that”. 

The individualistic narrative is also considered a key influential narrative in policy-making. In some 

cases, these main four narratives are seen in combination of some solidarity narratives materialised 

through food banks and the big society concept, although with limited influence in policy-making. In 

fact, many of the initiatives aiming to change the food system are happening at the community and 

city level, through a bottom up approach.  

“In this country we have a wider gap between rich and poor than in the 1970s so we are not making 

progress on that, and that is not related to technological advances but in the way that capital controls 

its resources.”  

2.1.2 Assessment of vulnerabilities 

2.1.1.2 Current modes of assessing vulnerabilities (and related institutions) 

 

All of our respondents highlight the lack of an integrated FNS vulnerability assessment for the UK and 

also at the European level. Nevertheless, in the UK there are a number of public and private institutions 

as well as civil society organisations engaged in analysing the current dynamics and likely evolution of 

the food system. All of our respondents highlighted some of these contributions as key in 

understanding UK’s FNS dynamics (see table 5 below).  

Table 5. Key UK reports to measure and understand FNS vulnerabilities 

Title Author Type of author Year 

Policies and actions to shift 
eating patterns: What works? 

Food Climate Research Network 
and Chatham House 

Think tanks 2015 

The principles of healthy and 
sustainable eating patterns 

Global Food Security Programme Multi-agency programme 
bringing together the 
interests of the Research 
Councils, Executive Agencies 
and Government 
Departments 

2015 

Square meal report  FRC CSO 2014 

Nexus thinking for food 
security research 

Global Food Security Programme Multi-agency programme  2014 

Elliott Review into the 
Integrity and  
Assurance of Food Supply 
Networks  

Commisioned by Secretaries of 
State for Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs, and for Health, 
conducted by Professor Chris 
Elliot  

Academics 2014 

http://www.fcrn.org.uk/fcrn-publications/reports/policies-and-actions-shift-eating-patterns-what-works
http://www.fcrn.org.uk/fcrn-publications/reports/policies-and-actions-shift-eating-patterns-what-works
http://www.fcrn.org.uk/
http://www.chathamhouse.org/
http://www.foodsecurity.ac.uk/assets/pdfs/healthy-sustainable-eating-patterns-report.pdf
http://www.foodsecurity.ac.uk/assets/pdfs/healthy-sustainable-eating-patterns-report.pdf
http://foodresearch.org.uk/square-meal/
http://www.foodsecurity.ac.uk/assets/pdfs/gfs-nexus-workshop-report.pdf
http://www.foodsecurity.ac.uk/assets/pdfs/gfs-nexus-workshop-report.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/350726/elliot-review-final-report-july2014.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/350726/elliot-review-final-report-july2014.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/350726/elliot-review-final-report-july2014.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/350726/elliot-review-final-report-july2014.pdf
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Food Security Inquiry EFRA7 Commons select Committee 
Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs (EFRA) 

Public, private, CSO 2014 

Fabian Commission on Food 
and Poverty 

Fabian Commision Think-tank  2014-2015 

Below the breadline: The 
Relentless Rise of Food 
Poverty in Britain 

Oxfam GB 
Church Action on Poverty 
The Trussell trust 

CSO 2014 

Emergency Use Only 
Understanding and reducing 
the 
use of food banks in the UK 

Child Poverty Action Group 
(CPAG) 
The Church of England 
Oxfam GB 
The Trussell Trust 

CSO 2014 

Household Food Security in 
the UK: A Review of Food Aid 
 

Report for DEFRA by ambie-
Mumford, H., Crossley, D., Jensen, 
E., Verbeke, M. and Dowler, E. 

Academics 2014 

Urgent recall: The food system 
is under review 

New Economics Foundation CSO 2014 

Walking the Breadline: The 
scandal of food poverty in 
21st-century Britain 

Oxfam GB 
Church Action on Poverty 

CSO 2013 

Feeding Britain 
A strategy for zero hunger in 
England,  
Wales, Scotland and Northern 
Ireland 
 

The report of the All-Party 
Parliamentary Inquiry  
into Hunger in the United 
Kingdom 

Public, private, CSO 2013 

Household Food and Drink 
Waste  
in the United Kingdom 2012 

WRAP Think tank 2013 

Food printing Oxford: How to 
feed a City 

Report by Low Carbon Oxford Network of public, private 
and civil society 
organisations 

2013 

Summary of the Expert  
Consultation on Resilience  
Measurement for Food 
Security 

FAO, WFP in partnership woth the 
Food Security Information 
Network (FSIN) 

International institutions 2013 

The green food project Commisioned by DEFRA, different 
public and private instutions 
participated 

Public, private, CSO 2012 

The future of food and 
farming: Challenges and 
choices for global 
sustainability 

Government Office of Science. 
Foresight 

Public (input from 
professionals and 
researchers) 

2011 

Securing the future of our 
food  

UK Food Group CSO 2010 

Food Justice The report of the 
Food and Fairness Inquiry 

Food Ethics Council CSO (inc. views from 
government and private 
sector) 

2010 

Reaping the benefits  Royal Society Think-tank 2009 

                                                           
7 This document has links to responses and contributions from different actors of the Food Chain 

http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/inquiries/parliament-2010/food-security/
http://foodandpoverty.org.uk/about-us/
http://foodandpoverty.org.uk/about-us/
http://www.trusselltrust.org/resources/documents/foodbank/6323_Below_the_Breadline_web.pdf
http://www.trusselltrust.org/resources/documents/foodbank/6323_Below_the_Breadline_web.pdf
http://www.trusselltrust.org/resources/documents/foodbank/6323_Below_the_Breadline_web.pdf
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/emergency-use-only-understanding-and-reducing-the-use-of-food-banks-in-the-uk-335731
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/emergency-use-only-understanding-and-reducing-the-use-of-food-banks-in-the-uk-335731
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/emergency-use-only-understanding-and-reducing-the-use-of-food-banks-in-the-uk-335731
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/emergency-use-only-understanding-and-reducing-the-use-of-food-banks-in-the-uk-335731
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/search?i=1;q=*;q1=publications;q2=child+poverty+action+group+%28cpag%29;x1=page_type;x2=publisher;sort=publication_date
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/search?i=1;q=*;q1=publications;q2=child+poverty+action+group+%28cpag%29;x1=page_type;x2=publisher;sort=publication_date
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/search?i=1;q=*;q1=publications;q2=the+church+of+england;x1=page_type;x2=publisher;sort=publication_date
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/search?i=1;q=*;q1=publications;q2=oxfam+gb;x1=page_type;x2=publisher;sort=publication_date
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/search?i=1;q=*;q1=publications;q2=the+trussell+trust;x1=page_type;x2=publisher;sort=publication_date
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/283071/household-food-security-uk-140219.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/283071/household-food-security-uk-140219.pdf
http://b.3cdn.net/nefoundation/c07a6485ca717dfdf1_e8m6ibzkh.pdf
http://b.3cdn.net/nefoundation/c07a6485ca717dfdf1_e8m6ibzkh.pdf
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/walking-the-breadline-the-scandal-of-food-poverty-in-21st-century-britain-292978
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/walking-the-breadline-the-scandal-of-food-poverty-in-21st-century-britain-292978
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/walking-the-breadline-the-scandal-of-food-poverty-in-21st-century-britain-292978
https://foodpovertyinquiry.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/food-poverty-feeding-britain-final.pdf
https://foodpovertyinquiry.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/food-poverty-feeding-britain-final.pdf
https://foodpovertyinquiry.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/food-poverty-feeding-britain-final.pdf
https://foodpovertyinquiry.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/food-poverty-feeding-britain-final.pdf
https://foodpovertyinquiry.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/food-poverty-feeding-britain-final.pdf
http://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/hhfdw-2012-main.pdf.pdf
http://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/hhfdw-2012-main.pdf.pdf
http://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/hhfdw-2012-main.pdf.pdf
http://www.landshare.org/uploads/7/5/4/1/7541639/food_printing_web.pdf
http://www.landshare.org/uploads/7/5/4/1/7541639/food_printing_web.pdf
http://www.seachangecop.org/sites/default/files/documents/2013%2002%20FAO%26WFP%20-%20Resilience%20Measurement%20for%20Food%20Security-Summary.pdf
http://www.seachangecop.org/sites/default/files/documents/2013%2002%20FAO%26WFP%20-%20Resilience%20Measurement%20for%20Food%20Security-Summary.pdf
http://www.seachangecop.org/sites/default/files/documents/2013%2002%20FAO%26WFP%20-%20Resilience%20Measurement%20for%20Food%20Security-Summary.pdf
http://www.seachangecop.org/sites/default/files/documents/2013%2002%20FAO%26WFP%20-%20Resilience%20Measurement%20for%20Food%20Security-Summary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/69575/pb13794-greenfoodproject-report.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-of-food-and-farming
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-of-food-and-farming
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-of-food-and-farming
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-of-food-and-farming
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Science and the sustainable 
intensification of global 
agriculture 

Feeding of Nine Billion  Catham House Think-tank 2009 

Ensuring UK Food Security in a 
changing world 

DEFRA Goverment 2008 

Rethinking Britain's Food 
Security  

Barling et al for Soil Association CSO-Academia 2008 

Source: This table includes the documents highlighted by interviewers as the most important to measure FNS vulnerability. 

The authors have complemented this list adding additional reports in grey colour.  

The UK has a set of very active civil society organisations that produce reports individually but also in 

collaboration; a recent example is the Square Meal Report (2014) where ten leading UK food 

organisations analyse data and policy approaches to provide the basis for a discussion about the future 

direction of UK food and farming policy. There has also been a recent boom in food poverty and food 

aid reports led by CSOs, echoed by the media, which have been instrumental in bringing food 

inequalities into policy and economic debates. One example is report Walking the breadline developed 

by Oxfam and Action on Poverty. Throughout the interviews some stakeholders highlighted specific 

CSOs contributing especially to FNS debates such as the Trusell Trust, Sustain, WRAP, Unite or the 

Ethics Food Council.  

The UK government has also structures and mechanisms to collect data and bring different 

perspectives to the fore. For example, inside the Parliament, elected members can create All-Party 

Parliamentary Groups (APPGs) which are informal cross-party groups run by and for Members of the 

Commons and Lords, though many involve individuals and organisations from outside Parliament in 

their administration and activities. Recently some of these APPGs have been linked to Food Security 

issues such as the APPG on Agriculture & Food for Development8 established in 2008, the All-Party 

Parliamentary Food and Drink Manufacturing Group9 established in 2008 as well, the All-Party 

Parliamentary Group on Agroecology10 running since 2011 or the All-Party Parliamentary Inquiry into 

Hunger and Food poverty in the United Kingdom11 carried out in 2014. This last inquiry on food poverty 

has gathered public and political attention. The final report, Feeding Britain includes 77 

recommendations which range from establishing a network of food banks and other voluntary 

organisations, food industry and government representatives, to revising benefit sanctions. Many 

organisations and even political parties welcomed the report, since it has been instrumental in the 

political and media debates around food policy. However, some critical voices raised concerns over 

the key role attributed to food banks in order to solve food poverty in the UK (now and in the future) 

as well as the focus on waste and redistribution of food, which might deepen class divisions. Other 

perspectives warned about the need to cut public spending and place responsibility at the individual 

level.  

                                                           
8 http://www.appg-agdev.co.uk/  
9 http://www.appgfooddrink.org.uk/appg/past-meetings.aspx  
10 http://agroecology-appg.org/  
11 https://foodpovertyinquiry.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/food-poverty-appg-evidence-review-final.pdf  

http://www.appg-agdev.co.uk/
http://www.appgfooddrink.org.uk/appg/past-meetings.aspx
http://agroecology-appg.org/
https://foodpovertyinquiry.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/food-poverty-appg-evidence-review-final.pdf
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In the public sector, the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (EFRA) Committee (appointed by the 

House of Lords) has developed different inquires on Food Security. The second report of the 

Committee on Food Security12 published in 2014 calls for more coordinated action around food 

security in government (including appointing a Food Security coordinator based in DEFRA), monitoring 

decreasing self-sufficiency levels mostly in fruit and vegetables, shorter supermarkets food chains to 

reduce threats of disruption and risk; adaptation of farming and preparation for climate change 

impacts including reducing emissions of the agricultural sector; supporting sustainable intensification 

and the adoption of new technologies in the farming sector. Right now this Committee is also gathering 

evidence through a new inquiry on Food security: demand, consumption and waste13. Apart from the 

inquires which gather evidence from different partners, one interviewee highlighted the lack of 

publicly funded studies. 

In this regard, the private sector takes part in this APPG inquires and other government-driven 

processes, but also in some civil society organisations initiatives such as Food Justice: The report of the 

Food and Fairness Inquiry where disparate organisations such as the Fairtrade Foundation, the British 

Retail Consortium, the Food and Drink Federation, the Gangmasters Licensing Authority or Sustain 

were represented. As one respondent notes, the manufacturing and retail sector are very concerned 

asbout the resilience and sustainability of the supply chain and therefore engaged in analysing food 

system vulnerabilities although those analysis are not accessible to the general public.  

Academics were also mentioned as key contributors to different reports and think-tanks led either by 

civil society organisaitons, government agencies or the private sector. Civil society organisations 

particularly welcomed some of this work for example referreing to the Food Policy Centre in City 

University or the Food and Climate Research Network. Nevertheless, one respondent pointed out that 

some academics are biased in their contributions. 

2.1.1.3 Potential indicators to assess vulnerabilities (and related institutions) 

Respondents acknowledged the lack of a comprehensive vulnerability assessment of the UK’s food 

system. However, when pointing out potential indicators, they relied on their particular expertise 

which usually applied to one or two aspects of the food system. These indicators include: 

 Consumption and food purchases: One respondent highlighted the weaknesses of current data 

on consumption and food purchases from DEFRA and Public Health organisations. Therefore, 

there is a need to develop comparable and robust indicators around what people are buying, 

how much income they are spending on food, where they are sourcing the food from and how 

much are they consuming. One of the respondents proposes to gather this data at the 

household level, including percentage of income but also quality of food that people consume 

as well as the level of stress that people experience in relation to food. This type of data calls 

for a qualitative analysis to understand people’s behaviour in their socio-economic context, 

unveiling patterns of causation. One way of conducting this type of analysis is using a 

sustainable livelihoods approach to have a more holistic understanding of behaviour (see 

                                                           
12 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmenvfru/243/243.pdf  
13http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/environment-food-and-
rural-affairs-committee/inquiries/parliament-2010/food-security-demand-consumption-waste/  

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmenvfru/243/243.pdf
http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/inquiries/parliament-2010/food-security-demand-consumption-waste/
http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/inquiries/parliament-2010/food-security-demand-consumption-waste/
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Emergency use only report). Another interviewee suggested linking this data with obesity and 

malnutrition indicators. 

 Poverty: measures on poverty and inequality are key. One of the respondents asked for a more 

robust account of micro-food security, that is, each individual having access to healthy and 

affordable food. 

 Energy and water usage in the supply chain. Including the reliance on non-renewable 

resources, such as fossil fuels. Developing an indicator about energy flows would be very 

informative. 

 Waste 

 Trade and food sourcing: tackling aspects such as where the UK sources food from, including 

countries of origin and ethical issues in the overall food chain. Special emphasis should be 

placed on dependence on agricultural inputs and imported foodstuffs such as protein crops 

and increasingly fresh fruit and vegetables but also a better understanding of UK food 

production, including measures of biodiversity. 

 Distance or steps inside the food chain (from farm to fork). 

 Impact of public subsidies 

 “Health of labour” indicator: this indicator should include health and safety issue, workers’ 

level of organisation, workers’ voice, respect towards workers (trafficking, coercion), salaries 

and contracts that assure a decent standard of living. 

One of the respondents suggested a systems’ health approach while another advocated for a 

sustainable livelihoods approach.  

All respondents agreed that a battery of indicators should be generic enough to be used in different 

countries. Furthermore, some respondents highlighted that the food system is global and therefore 

what happens in one country affects another. For example, in terms of labour rights the regulations in 

a specific country will affect others and the capacity to keep producing foodstuffs at a competitive 

price or using certain chemicals. Another interviewee highlighted that EU countries are quite different 

in terms of their food production capacity and therefore can play different roles in Europe’s food 

security. Therefore, it is important not to try to do something homogenous. However, defining the 

boundaries of a vulnerability assessment can be particularly complex as well as revealing how some 

countries are guaranteeing FNS at the expense of other places, other people or longer term risks, such 

as immigration, social cohesion or environmental vulnerabilities. Half of the respondents (3/6) 

considered the government should lead a vulnerability assessment in order to be a comprehensive 

account of UK’s FNS, and, as one interviewee pointed out “it is part of their duty to have a proper 

understanding of food security”. This could be led by specific departments such as DEFRA, Public Health 

(England, Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland) or could constitute a revisit of the Foresight exercise. 

Maybe it could be possible to build on government or other private organisation studies that are not 

in the public domain for security and or competency issues. One interviewee proposed it should be 

hosted by the Global Food Security Programme and also that an academic study will also be very much 

welcomed. However, this process should rely on relevant expertise. Another respondent proposed 

that there should be different actors and organisations leading different topics according to their 

expertise, for instance, trade unions should lead a group of organisations working on health of labour 



 
 

 
 

24 

indicators. A respondent highlighted that there are vested interests that influence these measures and 

some stakeholders such as corporations or even the government were not always trustworthy or 

unbiased. One of the respondents recalled problems in publishing some pieces of work commissioned 

by the government that were critical of current public policies. In this context, the Food Ethics Council 

was pointed out as the most suitable body for conducting an independent assessment including an 

analysis of public policies. Other bodies such as NGOs are perceived as having a political agenda, and 

academics tend to forget the public debate and foster debate only in scholarly forums. 

 

2.1.1.4 Benefits and limitations of assessing vulnerabilities in each country 

 

The main benefits of carrying out a vulnerability assessment include the increase in evidence and 

clarity to support effective policy intervention. At the moment, most reports and analysis are 

fragmented making it difficult to have comprehensive interventions. One respondent argued that a 

vulnerability assessment will reveal that vulnerabilities in the food system can potentially affect 

everybody and not only the poor, elderly or disabled. This is the case not only of pandemics or food 

frauds, but also of food riots caused by food prices which affect the overall stability of a country. A 

comprehensive vulnerability assessment can be a way of understanding and measuring complicated 

dynamics, identifying risk factors that are not featured in policy and public debates but need to be 

addressed. Also having an independent assessment that is accepted by the government, civil society 

and the private sector would be very valuable. A respondent envisioned this vulnerability assessment 

as a means to counteract dominant individualists, technological and productivity narratives, building a 

coherent narrative that explores and explains the complexity of the food system. In this sense, it has a 

great potential as a communication tool.  

The limitations are linked to the complexity and extensiveness of the food system, which might take 

the form of a huge task that is costly to undertake as well as difficult to communicate to the general 

public. The balance between depth and simplicity is key in order to assure the usefulness of a 

vulnerability analysis. The complexity of the food system is also difficult to communicate, for example, 

combining a set of metrics into one score can compromise our understanding of vulnerability. In fact, 

understanding the different links between the elements that configure the food system becomes a key 

challenge. This includes how different vulnerabilities intersect with vulnerabilities in other places. The 

different narratives involved also constitute a challenge since trying to engage at different levels and 

with different narratives might finally result in inadequate responses for everybody. 

The end goal of the vulnerability analysis is also an  element of paramount importance to be defined 

beforehand. If this is to limit the vulnerability of the system it might point out certain policy actions 

that might affect negatively other places or specific groups of people. Therefore, it needs to be very 

carefully done.  

Another limitation is the availability and quality of data of some aspects, such as the lack of robust data 

on the consumption side, but also the difficulty in establishing robust indicators related to issues such 

as biodiversity. This also relates to the different government departments that are involved in the topic 
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and operate without a national food strategy, which makes cross-departmental co-operation difficult. 

However, other respondents highlighted the resistance of vested interests to the development of such 

a vulnerability analysis - for example food manufacturers. These structural and political barriers are 

thought to be the most important ones. 

Finally, one respondent highlighted the importance of using scenarios in a vulnerability analysis which 

will inevitably lead to speculative results on vulnerabilities.  

2.1.3 Conclusions  

The interviews provided new insights into the UK vulnerability media analysis that resulted in a 

national report. The main points include: 

 There is a lack of clarity about the meaning of drivers of change, vulnerability drivers and 

vulnerabilities. Interviewees were referring indistinctively to the three of them when 

proposing changes to the table on UK vulnerability drivers. This shows the need to clarify and 

simplify vulnerability assessment language to engage with different groups.  

 The identification of new vulnerability drivers or the expansion of the existing ones has 

enriched the media analysis configuring a more comprehensive account of UK vulnerabilities. 

 As expected, each interviewee highlighted aspects that were closer to his/her expertise, for 

example around food poverty or labour. However, this also revealed different approaches to 

understand food systems vulnerabilities, for example systems thinking (including flows), 

sustainable livelihoods, political economy (including class), futures thinking or focus on public 

goods. This led for instance to question the usefulness of identifying vulnerable groups when 

everybody is vulnerable to food system failures in different ways. 

 The narratives were reported as very useful, and there was a broad agreement around the 

most influential narratives in policy-making and the public debate (productionist, free-trade, 

technology and in some cases individualist narratives) and the ones supported by particular 

organisations (ecological, social justice, regulatory and in some cases food sovereignty 

narratives). Interestingly, interviewees tend to polarise these narratives into two big groups. 

The main points raised by the stakeholders interviewed in relation to how food system vulnerabilities 

are and should be assessed are the following:  

 There is not a comprehensive vulnerability assessment at the UK level, although there has 

been an enormous amount of work by CSOs, the government, academics and the private 

sector. This work is not always available and some respondents cast doubts onthe quality of 

data and the bias of some reports. 

 The respondents proposed some key indicators, based on their own expertise. However, in 

some cases normative views about what a resilient food system is emerged rather than 

proposals to measure certain aspects or dynamics within the food system. Many respondents 

called for better data on micro-food security -including aspects related to poverty, 

consumption and purchases- but trying to understand households’ behaviours in context, 

unpacking causality patterns. Other respondents highlighted the importance of macro-food 
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security aspects, stressing a flow or systems perspective that takes into account 

interdependencies. Finally, one respondent proposed the “health of labour” as a key indicator. 

 Vulnerability assessments should have a generic base that could be used in different countries 

to allow comparisons. In fact, establishing the ‘boundaries’ of this assessment is a key step 

that will condition the whole exercise.  

 There is a disagreement on who should lead a hypothetical vulnerability assessment. Despite 

the fact that all respondents reckon the government should be involved, many cast doubts 

about its impartiality. Clearly, this type of assessment would need input from different types 

of stakeholders and expertise to act in a coordinated way. The stakeholders involved will 

condition the buy-in of the results from different interest groups.  

 The benefits of a vulnerability assessment are mainly the capacity to guide policy, develop a 

comprehensive account of the food system, integrate different narratives and constitute a 

powerful communication tool. 

 The limitations include the complexity of the food system itself and therefore the enormous 

cost that this assessment constitutes as well as the difficulties in developing an assessment 

that will be adopted/respected by different narratives. This complexity might also compromise 

its usefulness as a communication tool. 

2.2 ITALY 

The stakeholders selected for interviews represent different perspectives on the food system, both 

private and public, relevant at national level but also informed and aware of the European wider 

context on food and nutrition security issues. We have interviewed the following six stakeholders 

between February and April 2015. 

Table 6. Italian stakeholders 

Title Surname 
First 
name 

Organisation Entity 

Mrs. Carcea Marina 
INRAN, National Institute for Research on Food 
and Nutrition 

Public 

Prof. Fava Fabio 
University of Bologna, Italian representative for 
Bioeconomy societal challenge 2. 

Public 

Mr.  Gerini Oreste 
ICQRF, National Institute for Quality 
Certification and Fraud Repression 

Public 

Mr. Lucchini Marco Italian Food Bank Foundation 
Non-profit 
organization 

Mr Mazzini Claudio COOP, Largest Italian Retailer 
Private, 
cooperative 

Mr.  Onorati Antonio 
Crocevia, International cooperation and 
solidarity 

NGO 
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2.2.1 Feedback from Italian Media Analysis 

2.2.1.1 Vulnerability drivers 

The Italian Report defines vulnerability drivers as “adverse drivers of change” on food and nutrition 

security (see Italian report here http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/ 

d2.2%20p2%20italy.pdf). These Italian vulnerability drivers emerged from the national media analysis 

leading to the identification of 21 main factors, classified into five dimensions as indicated below. The 

distinction between these five groups is merely indicative, since each vulnerability driver has 

implications across different dimensions. 

Table 7. Vulnerability drivers identified in the Italian media analysis 

Ecological  Social  Economic  Political  Technological  

Climate change Food waste Economic crisis Political  
inefficacy 

Accidental food 
contamination 

Bad weather Frauds Financial 
speculation 

Public budget 
constraints 

GMOs 

Agrochemical use Criminality Energy costs  Intensive 
livestock/farming 

Pollution Strikes Land competition   

Animal/plants 
disease diffusion 

Food industry 
commercials 

Credit crunch   

 Modern lifestyles    

 

Several interviewees noted that this table provides a comprehensive and effective picture of the 

hazards affecting food and nutrition security at the national level. Nevertheless, in the words of one of 

the interviewees, “a media analysis represents just a starting point to address FNSs issues” with some 

distortions in terms of themes which can be more or less emphasised. 

In this sense, the stakeholder interviews cannot represent a validation of the media analysis results, 

but rather a necessary integration, to add different perspectives on FNS. Stakeholders’ suggestions in 

relation to the five dimensions (i.e. columns) of the vulnerability drivers are summarized below. 

Relevant quotations are included when deemed to represent useful illustrations of the points made. 

Ecological 

 One factor that should be added is “movement of foodstuffs” due to globalization. This 

category is related to animal and plant diseases, but it is more specific. For example, the 

“Xylella Fastidiosa” is an ‘imported’ bacterium affecting olive trees which was brought by the 

transport of products and thrived in favorable local environmental conditions. Bacteria and 

viruses introduced through insects represent a potential hazard for the food system (e.g. tiger 

mosquitos). 

 Dissemination of animal and plant diseases can be illustrated by introducing “Mycotoxins” as 

a relevant theme. Also “the use of hormones in animal breeding” or “antibiotics and other 

pharmaceutical or agro-chemical compounds for primary production” expand this 

http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/%20d2.2%20p2%20italy.pdf
http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/%20d2.2%20p2%20italy.pdf
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vulnerability driver. These factors also have an impact on FNS as they leave residue in the final 

product.  

 GMOs (Genetically Modified Organisms) can also be included under the ecological hazards, 

beyond technological factors. “There may be lack of knowledge of possible cross-

contamination of GMOs. There is need for more research to increase understanding on this 

widely ideological debate.” 

 Two interviewees stated that climate change and extreme weather events are redundant, 

while another proposed to insert “global warming”. 

 Soil quality and fertility degradation are not explicitly included although they are particularly 

important: “This (soil degradation) is largely due to the agricultural industrial model itself 

growing just a few species, carrying on mechanical intervention on the soil and over-

exploitation”. “Use of agro-chemicals” can be defined as well as “Use of technological tools” 

or “Anthropization”.  

 Agro-biodiversity and reduction of genetic diversity of cultivated varieties should also be 

stressed. “The few surviving varieties become just generic raw materials transformed into a 

range of different products.” 

Social 

 The current crisis is not only economic, but most importantly social, and it affects different 

parts of the supply chain: “On the supply side, it impacts on raw material, selection, processing, 

preservation. There is a tendency to save money all along the supply chain and this can 

compromise the final quality of the production. This is also connected to frauds, criminality, 

and life styles. All social factors indicated in the grid are linked to the economic crisis.”This point 

is also raised when dicussing economic vulnerabilities with another interviewee. On the 

demand side, economic crisis impacts on product selection by the consumer. ”Higher quality 

and more nutritious foods (such as fresh fruit and vegetables, extra-virgin olive oil, veal meat) 

- these foods will eventually be given up or replaced with lower quality foods, which have a 

higher potential to fill the stomach quickly and cheaply. It’s a matter of quality, not safety which 

is guaranteed”. 

 Waste and surplus production are systematic (i.e. intrinsic of the system) and are related to 

wealth, market mechanisms, and generate the ”paradox of scarcity in abundance” typical of 

western societies.”The theme waste and surpluses should be included in the Vulnerabilities in 

the following section of the report, because they represent a vulnerability of the system, which 

can be reduced and not so much a driver.”Another interviewee indicated that waste and 

surplus should also be included and addressed as a technical hazard. 

 ”Sophistications” should be added to ”frauds”. Furthermore frauds and criminality are often 

interconnected. For example, in February 2015, organic products were seizedin 100 sites in 

Italy due to a toxic compound bought on the global market. The importers know the impacts 

of these compounds on human helath (i.e. this is criminality) and sell them to oblivious farmers 

that use them as fertilizers (i.e. this is fraud). For more infmration see: 

https://www.politicheagricole.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeBLOB.php/L/IT/IDPagina/8347) 

 ”Corruption” should also be added or specified within ”Criminality” 

https://www.politicheagricole.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeBLOB.php/L/IT/IDPagina/8347
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 TV programs are a very relevant factor influencing public opinion and therefore deserve a 

specific mention (e.g. the impact on consumers’ choices of providing information about palm 

oil use). 

 Education on food habits is a factor per se, which influences lifestyles and it is linked to 

economic means of the population. 

 Life styles are also influenced by advertising as well as by the pardox of obesity/dieting vs. 

malnutrition. One stakeholder suggests to include ”food typologies” as a relevant factor: 

“Typologies of food products according to their distribution channel are actually missing in your 

list. They are strictly intertwined with people’s lifestyles. For example population between 25 

and 45 years old, often single and/or with a short time dedicated to food, use often pre-cooked 

packed products. These habits influence Body Mass Index more than the other way round. This 

reflection should also influence the eventual actions to undertake in order to change these 

trends.” 

 Strikes are present on the media but are not recognized by three of the interviewees as 

particularly relevant hazards for FNS in Italy. They are consideded to be temporary. 

Economic 

 According to some respondents, the economic crisis is the most important factor. It should 

be underlined and qualified. It is a structural crisis, as capitalism proceeds and develops 

through these crises. “This crisis will last for long”. Effects on employment must be 

emphasized, as it creates uncertainty and changes in lifestyles and food consumption 

habits. 

 Another extremely important factor for the agricultural sector is unstable and non- 

remunerative prices that make production economically unsustainable. 

 “Speculation is certainly very relevant as well as land competition and credit crunch.” 

 One interviewee does not agree with highlighting the costs of energy as relevant. Instead 

s/he proposes to consider how the costs of all services related to food production -such as 

seeds, machinery, technical advice- push farmers to reduce raw input quality to reduce 

costs. This inputs degradation then leads to food quality loss. 

 “Land competition is very important” but "needs to be unpacked”. Resource competition, 

over land but also over other production factors, together with intensification of vegetable 

and animal production can have an impact on quality. Food quality might be affected by 

intensive production methods. This also includes contamination of raw material before 

processing.  

 Different crises also impact on food safety, for example poor people are increasingly 

looking for food in waste bins. These practices can lead to ingestion of contaminated food 

affecting health. 

 Other respondents propose to add concentration and particularly vertical integration of 

supply chains resulting in few dominant players (e.g. 3 producers of poultry, 2 of pork in 

the Netherlands). 
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Political 

 Policy action needs to be specified better in relation to FNS. Some interviewees suggest 

reinforcing the point on “Inefficacy of policy action”, which should be changed into “lack of 

policy action” or “wrong policy action”. One interviewee instead indicated that there is a lot 

of sensitivity around food safety issues (monitoring and control activities) where policies are 

effective. 

 Most interviewees indicate that the effects of the CAP should be indicated, in terms of 

distortions of the market (e.g. milk quotas that create surplus or set aside measures in the case 

of wine). In this context , the table could reflect also other policies having an impact on the 

agro-food system, for example policies related to trade flows (e.g. Italy is highly dependent on 

imports of raw materials such as grains). 

 Public budget cuts are also key according to most stakeholders. They suggest that "with a 

decreased ability to control budget restrictions by the Italian authorities, austerity measures 

are less and work less effectively. “There is a need to develop a policy more focused on the 

quality and implementation of recommendations from EFSA and other the control agencies. 

“The decrease of public budgets affects all of us. Whoever does the inspections must also be 

motivated to do so. If you have the same salary for 7 or 8 years you can’t renew your car so 

security decreases. Personnel’s age advances and there is no generational turnover (no public 

competitions are available and if they are turnover is blocked anyway). This can have effects 

on food safety, indeed.” 

Technological 

 “In general terms new technologies present good and bad aspects… It's anyway difficult to 

assess their actual impacts on FNS” and “advancing technology is not a negative effect, rather 

the opposite…We may think that the neighbor's hen eggs are best because they are more 

natural, but maybe there is salmonella. Or putting fresh eggs in the refrigerator without 

washing them or washing our hands afterwards, this can be very risky”. 

 Contamination should also be related to machinery and technological tools. Contamination 

must be narratived within the entire supply chain, especially in conservation, storage and 

stabilization processes of raw materials. 

 In relation to “intensive agriculture” there should be a reference to the use of pharmaceutical 

compounds (antibiotics like Augmentin which is spreading in the local environment) . 

 “A relevant technological problem is the environmental impact of high tech tractor engines 

that enter deeply into the soil, causing depletion and other problems. Also the speed at which 

ploughing takes place is likely to deplete soils. Besides, there are many electronic components 

(e.g. for tractors) which are difficult to access.” 

 Water consumption and pollution should also be also mentioned. 

 GMOs need to be specified better, because they do not carry only a negative meaning (e.g. 

insulin is a pharmacological compound, which derives from a genetically modified Escherichia 

coli). “The debate is too polarized, there needs to be a specific meaning given to this hazard if 

you want to keep it in, we are already eating GMO anyway…but we do not know when and 

where! Some GMO have potentials, others are problematic, but the distinction must be made”. 
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In this context, “GMOs entail impacts on human health, which need to find scientific evidence, 

and have impacts on availability of food: the answer on GMO needs to be searched in relation 

to specific products, therefore it cannot be treated as an overall category”. 

 ”Intensive factory farms have also an impact in terms of animal welfare. For example in the 

poultry sector there is a tendency to move towards free range farming. The agricultural sector 

is global, it produces for the market, it must be economically sustainable, first of all. Agriculture 

for self-sufficiency is a hobby”. 

 ”There is need to increase technological uptake in order to waste less energy, less water. The 

technological equipment needs to be suitable for the objective, otherwise waste is created”. 

Cross cutting issues: 

The economic crisis and budget constraints have an impact on all social dimensions. The 

economic crisis in general determines changes in supply chain behaviours (e.g. lower quality 

of raw materials used) and demand side consumption choices (e.g. substitution of fresh fruit 

and vegetables, extra virgin olive oil, red meat for less nutritious foods), while budget cuts 

have an impact particularly on food safety controls and monitoring.  

Other comments 

”Land grabbing” is not mentioned among hazards, and should be added. International companies that, 

once exploited the land, leave local workers poor and worse off than it was before. These people are 

portrayed in our society as "people who invest", not exploiters.” 

After this feedback, a new table on vulnerability has been developed (the coloured cells indicate 

modified or new vulnerability drivers): 

Table 8. Italian vulnerability drivers with input from stakeholders 

Ecological  Social  Economic  Political  Technological  

Climate change 
Global warming 

Food waste, 
caused by agri-
food system 
mechanisms 

Economic crisi 
simpacts on supply 
chain behaviors and 
demand/consumer 
behaviors. 
Unemployment is 
crucial. 

Political  
Inefficacy 
Lack of policy 
action and 
wrong policy 
action 

Accidental food 
contamination. It 
must be considerd 
within the entire 
supply chain (e.g. 
stabilization and 
storage) 

Extreme weather 
events 

Frauds and 
Sophistications 

Financial speculation Public budget 
constraints 
determines 
decreased 
ability by the 
Italian 
authorities, to 
control and 
monitor 

GMOs negative 
implications, it is 
’product specific’” 
and more scientific 
evidence is needed 
on health effects 

Use of 
Agrochemical 
and 

Criminality and 
Corruption 

Energy costsIncreasing 
costs of all services to 
agricultural 

CAP distortive 
effects on the 
market 

Intensive 
livestock/farming 
(e.g. high tech and 
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Pharmaceutical 
compounds 
(antibiotics, 
hormones)  
and mycotoxines 

production, like seeds, 
machinery, technical 
advice and energy 

high speed tractor 
engines that enter 
deeply into the soil, 
causing depletion). 

Pollution Strikes Competition on use of 
resources, such as soil 
and other production 
factors 

Policies that 
impact on the 
agro-food 
system (e.g. 
trade policies, 
barriers to 
export and 
import) 

Water use, energy 
waste and pollution 
related to 
technological factors 

Animal/plants 
disease diffusion, 
also due to goods 
movements (e.g. 
xylella fastidiosa 
or tiger 
mosquito) 

Food industry 
commercials and 
TV programs 

Credit crunch   

GMO, in terms of 
cross- 
contamination 

Modern lifestyles Extreme vertical 
integration of supply 
chains, concentrated 
in few dominant 
players 

  

Soil fertility 
degradation 

Food typologies 
requested by some 
age classes (pre-
cooked packed 
products in the age 
class 25-45, 
increasingly made 
available by 
distribution) 

Unstable prices, or too 
low to remunerate 
and justify production 
(e.g. tomato not worth 
picking thus left on the 
fields) 

  

Biodiversity 
reduction 
(genetic and 
agro-
biodiversity) 

Food education    

 

2.2.1.2 Vulnerable groups 

The most debated vulnerable groups identified in the Italian media analysis are (in order from more to 

less importance): 

- poor, unemployed, working poor 

- ethnic minorities, migrants and refugees,  

- elderly 

- children and adolescents 

- communities living in specific geographical spaces, such as urban dwellers and, on the opposite 

end of the scale ,inhabitants of remote areas. 
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Overall, stakeholders agreed with the vulnerable groups identified as well as with the order of 

importance. However, some stakeholders raised important issues about prioritising vulnerable groups 

and how to measure levels of vulnerability: 

”The groups that you have identified are relevant. Who is more or less relevant in this list? Is it more 

important to feed a child or an elderly person? These are the issues that food assistance must deal with 

today. For example: I have 100 seats in the soup kitchen, I have 300 people outside. What criteria to 

use? Those who arrive first? It’s a political problem. Everyone is looking for criteria, you need to give a 

priority no matter what. For example children, elderly, women and men? Are these criteria still valid 

today? This is the current debate, it is not easy to address the issue. It varies from country to country.” 

 

”We are all vulnerable, in a sense. Perhaps the rich are the most vulnerable, because they are used to 

having three meals a day. The poor are used to skipping meals. The children used to eating only certain 

things, maybe Mac Donalds, are much more vulnerable. If there is less than what they are accustomed 

to it’s a problem. The poor child - anything you feed him makes him happy. Who is most vulnerable?” 

In addition, stakeholders also made the following comments: 

 The poor are generally the most exposed. Poverty is distributed unevenly throughout the 

country. Rural poor are usually much poorer than urban poor, particularly agricultural workers. 

 Ethnic minorities increasingly have appropriate food choices in our society (e.g. Kosher or 

Halal), if they have resources to afford them. 

 Children are particularly exposed to advertising. Teenagers are encouraged to take energy 

drinks and other substances in order to perform better in sports and their leisure time (i.e. 

clubbing all night) that have adverse effects on health. 

 The elderly have often problems in accessing places where food is delivered. In these cases, 

food has to be brought by others, which limits the choices. Besides, they often rely upon long-

life products instead of fresh produce. Aged people are usually the most exposed. 

 The vulnerability of urban dwellers is considered by some stakeholders as a media 

representation rather than a real problem (more stakeholders agreed on this). 

 Remote and marginal areas are not the same thing. Food insecurity certainly characterizes the 

latter, not necessarily the former. You can be "marginal" at the periphery of an urban center, 

even if you are not "remote". You can live in remote areas and rely upon local networks and 

self-consumption, or having access to food. In marginal areas usually there is a limited range 

of choice. 

 Stakeholders proposed to integrate the following groups: 

o People that have been made redundant. 

o Middle aged unemployed people that are too young to have a retirement pension. In 

Italy, thousands of workers were encouraged to leave their job before retirement age 
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and then were economically damaged by the new law14 implemented by the 

government which postponed the retirement of several years. They call them 

"esodati”.  

o In the context of economic crisis, single parent families are particularly vulnerable.  

o People in their 30s and 40s are highly exposed to a precarious life or poverty. 

 

2.2.1.3 Food and Nutrition Security narratives 

The following narratives around FNS were identified in the national report and were discussed during 

the interviews. These narratives are not necessarily in opposition to each other: they rather represent 

different ways of grasping facts, events, trends and opinions in a sufficiently coherent discourse, 

reflecting different priorities and/or different points of view and solutions envisaged for the same 

priorities. An example is the Wholesomeness narrative, whose peculiarity specifically relies on its focus 

on food safety and dietary recommendations, rather than on its moral basis.  

Table 9. Italian narratives identified in media analysis 

Narrative Key concepts / suggested 
solutions 

Moral basis 

Ecological Food production must respect 
ecological and environmental 
constraints 

Inter-generational sustainability, 
Respect for nature. 

Free trade Global food chains are more 
efficient for affordable food 
provision 

Freedom of choice, Efficiency. 

Quality Quality and reliability are 
magnified by the food-territory 
liaison  

Food quality as a right for everybody. 
Local identities and cultural heritage. 

Social Social justice and effective 
welfare enables FNS  

Social justice. Fair income 
distribution. Egalitarianism. 

Solidarity Food assistance is a concrete 
answer for deprived persons 

Human solidarity. Compassion. 
Religious beliefs. 

Sovereignty People and communities must 
have control over their food 
systems 

Communities self-determination. 
Peoples’ control over food chains. 

Technology Technology development is the 
key to improve FNS 

Scientific evidence, Efficiency, 
Freedom of choice. 

Wholesomeness Food safety standards are key for 
national FNS  

Scientific evidence, Sanitary 
standards to ensure public health. 

 

 

                                                           
14 Article 24 of Decree Law 6.12.2011 , n. 201 called " Save Italy " has implemented the reform of the Italian public 
pension system. It has been called „Fornero pension reform” by the Minister of labor and social policies of the 
Monti government, Elsa Fornero, who was the promoter. 



 
 

 
 

35 

Reactions and comments from interviewees 

Overall, stakeholders interviewed agree that the above narratives are the main ones in the Italian 
debate on FNS. Several stakeholders emphasized the links between these perspectives proposed 
“narratives are not exclusive but complementary.” Another stakeholder proposes a grouping of these 
narratives: “Some narratives could be merged: for example Quality and Wholesomeness. Social and 
Solidarity are also close to each other.” Another interviewee proposes a new narrative, stating: 

 

None of the narratives includes explicitly the problem of food surplus/waste. Is it in the ecological 
narrative? It is not just an “ecological” issue, this is what the media emphasize and it’s a limited 
aspect of waste. The recovery of surplus food is a much larger theme: the effort to reduce food waste 
and favor surplus redistribution is something that decreases the vulnerability of the entire food 
system. 

The sovereignty narrative received contrasting comments, as illustrated by the following statements: 

 We should consider a genuine clandestine approach, or "re-peasantization" approach.  

 Sovereignty is a bit too “strong”, as a political vision. I would say it is slightly less important 
than other narratives. 

 These ideas of the vision of food supply as a person-based process are spreading. In this 

perspective I buy a food product because I know and trust the farmer. CSA in another example. 

The link with territory is acquiring a sort of mythological value. 

 I want to stress that all the debates and the imaginary on food are based on the food as the 
object which appears in the meals, and not enough attention is given to the processes, on the 
ways in which food is produced and distributed. 

 In my opinion Food Sovereignty, but also Agro-ecology and Peasant farming are very relevant 
perspectives to be followed in the future. 
 

Most important narrative for current national debates:  

 The free trade narrative is most important and influential, together with the technological 
approach. They reinforce one another (e.g. HACCP, the analysis of the critical points). 

 The quality narrative is most important in Italy, with reference to Geographical Indications (e.g. 
PDOs, PGIs) which can bring benefit to marginalized areas and allow the creation of disposable 
income for farmers. In general the narrative on "Quality" dominates the Italian debate.  

 Ecology, Sovereignty (again quite linked to each other) should be the most central and 
influential in the future, together with the Technological narrative, based on scientific evidence 

 

Most influential narrative on national policies:  

 Free Trade narrative dominates, yet not explicitly argued on the mass media, as it happened in 
the 90s. 

 Ecology, even if it has the weight of other approaches is the key to many politicians. People feel 
we could do more here. There are favorable conditions, but there is long way to go. The crisis 
helps in this sense because it obliges us to re-think the current system mechanisms and 
encourages improving them. In Italy there is still a lot to do, while in Europe it is a bit more 
clear as a precondition for regulation (eg. Public procurement).  
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 In Italy, the link with the territory is important (system PDO and PGI). Italy is investing heavily 
in the link with the territory, origin, etc ... and “Ecological and Quality are the main ones. 
Technocentric should become more influential, together with Wholesomeness, as our industry 
is too unsustainable (too much water, energy, emissions). 

2.2.2 Assessment of vulnerabilities 

2.2.2.1 Current modes of assessing vulnerabilities (and related institutions) 

The measurement of food availability at the global level or national level is facilitated by the availability 

of data on agricultural production, the agro-food industry, and trade, which allow for deriving 
measures of relative shortage of food at this level of aggregation. On the other hand, the development 
of indicators at the household level, and even more on an individual level, requires statistical surveys, 
which are rarely available on an annual basis. Those indicators at country level reports a stable trend 
on FNS indicators after the 2007 crisis, but perception is uneven and depends on the distribution of 

the effects of the crisis across the country. 

Nonetheless in Italy, in recent years, a number of research reports on the socio-economic situation of 
the country have been published periodically, with the aim of deepening the understanding of food 

systems dynamics and vulnerabilities, identifying the causes and the effects on the economic and social 
context (Cavicchi, 2015; Campiglio e Rovati, 2009). 

Poverty trends in general, and food poverty in particular, are evidenced by a number of public and 
private institutions, including NGOs and civil society actors. The latest report on poverty in Italy, edited 
by the Italian National Institute of Statistics in July 2014 provides a (dramatic) overview of the country 

with a growth of relative and absolute poverty levels registered between 2012 and 2013 (12.6% and 
7.9% of households respectively). Among most vulnerable groups there are families with more than 

three children, those over-sixty and households with medium-low qualifications, or employer seekers. 

A report titled “Italy 2015", provided by Eurispes (a private institutions that develops political, 
economic and social studies) emphasizes the presence of "day by day syndrome", referring to Italian 

families who are forced to live “hand to mouth” due to limited income, and erosion of purchasing 
power. Increasingly people are turning to discounts for food shopping and clothing, to the detriment 

of brand loyalty, which becomes a secondary concern. Eurispes also reports a number of views with 
respect to trust, expectations and motivations: values are generally negative and worse than the 
previous year. Similar trends are indicated by Coop, the largest consumer cooperative in Italian food 

distribution, in the report "Consumption and Distribution 2014”. Based on official figures, it 
emphasizes that almost half of the Italian population cannot sustain unforeseen expenses (estimated 

at 800 euro), half cannot afford a week’s holiday away from home, 14% cannot pay mortgages, rents 
and bills, 25% of residents in the South cannot afford a protein meal once every two days, and 31% 
cannot make it to the end of the month. Another relevant actor in the food assistance landscape is 
Caritas, the pastoral body of the CEI (Italian Episcopal Conference, the permanent union of Catholic 
bishops in Italy) whose objective is the promotion of charity. The latest report on poverty and social 

exclusion in Italy (2014) en titled “False Departures”, referred to many people agreeing to engage in 
work activities below their skill level, enduring situations of exploitation, under-payment and 

degrading working conditions. This is opposed to real departures regarding the migration of "brains" 
and graduates to other countries and the stream of reversed migration of workers from central and 
northern Italy to their roots in the southern regions. Also the CENSIS (Study Center on Social 
Investments), a public-private foundation for socio-economic research, in its latest report (48th, 2014) 
speaks of dissipation of human capital that cannot be transformed into work. In particular, it addresses 
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the powerlessness to value available talents emerging both from the number of unemployed (3 
million) and the inactive “discouraged" (1.8 million) and by inactive people who would be willing to 

work.  

In terms of availability and access dimensions of food security, the European Commission since 1987 

has funded the distribution of foodstuffs as part of the Common Agricultural Policy. The project 
responded to the objective of reducing the level of food insecurity in Europe, trying to achieve an 
adequate level of income and social cohesion. In Italy this has been applied through the Agency for 
Payments to agriculture (Agea), via seven charitable organizations, formally recognized for the 
distribution of food surpluses. This intervention has been strengthened after the approval by the 

European Commission of the new operational programme funded by FEAD (European Fund for the 
Most Deprived), which replaced the previous aid program that supported by funding within the 
Common Agricultural Policy. 

Although the economic crisis has increased the demand for food by the poor, according to Caritas 

(2014) in our country we are not facing a food emergency due to a reduction in the amount of food 
available, but a reduction in consumption levels: being able to avoid food shopping by receiving a “food 
package” allows meeting more “rigid” expense such as utility bills or mortgage payments. 

As indicated by Campiglio and Rovati (2009), the lack of adequate food for some of the population 
goes in parallel with food waste and overproduction (surplus), for historical reasons (related to CAP 

distortions such as excess supply) and mistakes in planning and management in the various stages of 
the food chain (e.g. production and conservation, packaging design, as well as risks related to 
marketing initiatives and the promotions that do not always meet consumer preferences). The 

contraction in consumption may imply a rebalancing of purchases and also contribute to reducing the 
levels of food waste. 

This reduction in consumption is also related to a change in its qualitative composition and the 

potential impact on nutrition (Capacci et al, 2012). The pathologies related to inadequate diets for 
poor households should be considered in understanding how the achievement of sufficient energy 

intake does not imply nutritionally balanced diets. However the assessments available do not provide 
a coherent and definite picture. For example Nomisma (2015) - an independent research institute 

that’s also involved in consulting for businesses, associations and public administrations - reports how 
the consumption of fruit and vegetables in Italy started its declinine long before the crisis. However, 

contrasting signals indicate also a decrease in beef consumption, and reduced obesity levels, for 
example in Tuscany (Ars, 2013) although impacts may vary among different social classes. 

Indeed, reaction to S ection 2 of the survey was less immediate for the stakeholders interviewed than 
for Section 1. Most of interviewees required extra time to think and to document their views on this 
part and some of them pointed out that assessment is not part of their “job”. Despite some suggestions 
by stakeholders about specific food security assessments at national level some of them noticed the 
lack of a coherent assessment frameworkework in relation to the vulnerabilities of the food system, 
mostly due to methodological and coordination issues among different statistical institutions.  

The following table summarizes relevant documents on food security assessment in Italy, including 
the suggestions provided by stakeholders during the interviews, with reference to the institutions 
and documents to consult in order to obtain further information on FNS assessment in Italy. 
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Table 10. Key Italian reports to measure and understand FNS vulnerabilities 

 

Title Author Type of 
author 

Year Link 

Report. Distribution plan of 
food to the poor. Report 
on activities up to 
30.3.20123.  

AGEA Agency 
for payments 
to agriculture  

Public 
agency 

2013 http://www.agea.gov.it/portal/pls/portal/docs/
1/3806205.PDF 

Report. Economic crisis, 
health and services in 
Tuscany. Report n. 73.  

Tuscany 
Regional 
Health 
Agency (ARS)  

Public 2013 https://www.ars.toscana.it/it/pubblicazioni/coll
ana-documenti-ars/pubblicazioni-2013/2316-
rapporto-crisi-economica-stato-di-salute-e-
ricorso-ai-servizi-in-toscana-2013.html 

Report. The decline in 
consumption of fruit and 
vegetables: impacts on 
industry and public 
welfare. 

Nomisma Private 2015 http://www.nomisma.it/images/FOCUS-
ON/20150116-FOCUS-ON.pdf 

Report Italy 2015.  Eurispes Private 2015 http://eurispes.eu/content/sintesi-rapporto-
italia-2015 

Poverty in Italy (2013) ISTAT  Public 2014 http://www.istat.it/it/archivio/128371 

Report on consumption and 
distribution. Dynamics and 
foresights. 

COOP Private 2014 http://www.e-coop.it/web/guest/rapporto2014 

Book. Food poverty in Italy: 
the first quali-quantitative 
assessment. 

Campiglio and 
Rovati,  

Private 2014 edited by Guerini e Associati, Milan 

Report “False departures”. 
Poverty and social 
exclusion in Italy  

Caritas church 2014 http://www.caritasitaliana.it/home_page/area_
stampa/00004776_False_partenze___Rapporto
_Caritas_Italiana_2014_su_poverta_e_esclusion
e_sociale_in_Italia.html 

48th report on the social 
situation in the country  

Censis Public-
private 

2014 http://www.censis.it/7?shadow_comunicato_st
ampa=120989 

Coldiretti/Ixè (2015) 
Giornata Sprechi: 
Coldiretti, tagliati da 6 su 10 
ma 76 kg nel bidone.  

Coldiretti/Ixè Farmer 
organiza
tion 

2015 http://www.coldiretti.it/News/Pagine/74---5-
Febbraio-2015.aspx  

Report. The challenges to 
food security 

 Barilla Center 
for Food and 
Nutrition 

Think 
Tank 

2009 http://www.barillacfn.com/wp-
content/uploads/2009/11/pp_sfide_food_securi
ty_eng.pdf  

Report. Food consumption 
and domestic market: how, 
in times of crisis, the 
alternative becomes the 
local internal market 

Crocevia NGO 2012 http://www.croceviaterra.it/attachments/article
/136/Consumi_alimentari_e_mercato_interno.p
df 

http://www.agea.gov.it/portal/pls/portal/docs/1/3806205.PDF
http://www.agea.gov.it/portal/pls/portal/docs/1/3806205.PDF
https://www.ars.toscana.it/it/pubblicazioni/collana-documenti-ars/pubblicazioni-2013/2316-rapporto-crisi-economica-stato-di-salute-e-ricorso-ai-servizi-in-toscana-2013.html
https://www.ars.toscana.it/it/pubblicazioni/collana-documenti-ars/pubblicazioni-2013/2316-rapporto-crisi-economica-stato-di-salute-e-ricorso-ai-servizi-in-toscana-2013.html
https://www.ars.toscana.it/it/pubblicazioni/collana-documenti-ars/pubblicazioni-2013/2316-rapporto-crisi-economica-stato-di-salute-e-ricorso-ai-servizi-in-toscana-2013.html
https://www.ars.toscana.it/it/pubblicazioni/collana-documenti-ars/pubblicazioni-2013/2316-rapporto-crisi-economica-stato-di-salute-e-ricorso-ai-servizi-in-toscana-2013.html
http://www.nomisma.it/images/FOCUS-ON/20150116-FOCUS-ON.pdf
http://www.nomisma.it/images/FOCUS-ON/20150116-FOCUS-ON.pdf
http://eurispes.eu/content/sintesi-rapporto-italia-2015
http://eurispes.eu/content/sintesi-rapporto-italia-2015
http://www.istat.it/it/archivio/128371
http://www.caritasitaliana.it/home_page/area_stampa/00004776_False_partenze___Rapporto_Caritas_Italiana_2014_su_poverta_e_esclusione_sociale_in_Italia.html
http://www.caritasitaliana.it/home_page/area_stampa/00004776_False_partenze___Rapporto_Caritas_Italiana_2014_su_poverta_e_esclusione_sociale_in_Italia.html
http://www.caritasitaliana.it/home_page/area_stampa/00004776_False_partenze___Rapporto_Caritas_Italiana_2014_su_poverta_e_esclusione_sociale_in_Italia.html
http://www.caritasitaliana.it/home_page/area_stampa/00004776_False_partenze___Rapporto_Caritas_Italiana_2014_su_poverta_e_esclusione_sociale_in_Italia.html
http://www.censis.it/7?shadow_comunicato_stampa=120989
http://www.censis.it/7?shadow_comunicato_stampa=120989
http://www.coldiretti.it/News/Pagine/74---5-Febbraio-2015.aspx
http://www.coldiretti.it/News/Pagine/74---5-Febbraio-2015.aspx
http://www.barillacfn.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/11/pp_sfide_food_security_eng.pdf
http://www.barillacfn.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/11/pp_sfide_food_security_eng.pdf
http://www.barillacfn.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/11/pp_sfide_food_security_eng.pdf
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Book. Food bank, Food 
poverty 

Rovati, 
Pesenti 

research  2015 Edited by Vita e Pensiero (forthcoming) 

 

2.2.2.2. Potential indicators to assess vulnerabilities (and related institutions) 

In terms of suitable indicators for the assessment of the food system’s vulnerability, a stakeholder 

underlined the importance of looking at food prices and food price volatility, which represent a clear 

indicator of accessibility, also in relation to financialisation and speculation in food derivatives. It is also 

important to look at food prices in relation to available incomes (i.e. income/food price ratio). 

In qualitative terms, the food basket composition is also a suitable indicator (i.e. cheap junk food can 

harm helthy nutrition); CO2 emissions are an indicator which is indirectly linked to dietary patterns 

(referred to higher meat consumption in north america). 

Another stakeholder suggests concentrating on the development of “cultural indicators”, explained as 
“the degree of awareness of consumers on their consumer behaviors”. In Italy an example is the 
“Mediterranean diet” concept but this should be explored further. 

Other suggestions received by stakeholders on the assessment of vulnerabilities of the food systems 
particularly focused on the farming stage of the food supply chain. These reflect a concern widely 
expressed throughout the interviews on the low quality level of raw material for processed foods (e.g. 

meat, olive oil etc.), in particular due to the risks of contaminations by chemicals and pharmaceuticals. 
These are aspects that should be monitored more systematically through indicators suitable to detect 

contaminations, chemical pollution of food, hormone levels, antibiotics and microbiological risks, etc. 

Another stakeholder suggested that it would be very important to identify suitable indicators for the 

detection of genetically modified DNA, in order to increase awareness about GMOs that are present 

already in many foods - and also to qualify the type of GMO present in raw materials - in order to be 
able to distinguish between “harmful and non-harmful GMOs”. This would bring some light on an issue 
which is widely “ideological but not scientific enough”. 

The institution mentioned in relation to this type of analysis is the European Food Safety Authority 
(EFSA) relevant at the European Level and based in Parma (Italy). However an integrated assessment 

on the food system’s vulnerabilities doesn’t seem to be available, at least at the national level. Another 
relevant institution that is active in the safety of food products is the “National Institute for Quality 

Certification and Frauds Repression” which monitors the market.  

2.2.2.3. Benefits and limitations to assess vulnerabilities in each country 

“There are no particular limitations to improving and widening the assessment of FNS in Italy, only 
benefits can be imagined”.  

However the most relevant barrier to improving and integrating vulnerability assessment of the food 

system is that of co-ordination among public institutions and private actors who carry out assessments 
separately. NGOs should keep their role of challenging the public and private opinion by raising 
relevant and critical themes. 

As indicated by one stakeholder “There is a lot of data already available in the hands of Public 
Administrations but often hard to access, and a few interdisciplinary teams that are able to do so. 
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Therefore there is a lack of methods and resources to put data together and find meaningful 
relationships.” 

2.2.3 Conclusions 

The integration of the media analysis with the views of a selection of stakeholders was beneficial 

because it allowed us to: 

 Validate and integrate the vulnerability drivers table. Most of stakeholders recognized the 

table as comprehensive providing a valuable picture of the main vulnerabilities of Italy’s food 

system. All stakeholders contributed in refining this picture by discussing the implications of 

each vulnerability, as well as suggesting adjustments and integrations based on their expertise.  

 Highlight some mismatches between FNS-related issues as communicated by the media and 

as experienced by stakeholders. Mass media in particular, but also the other sources, have 

some biases in the selection of the themes to address (for example: shocks create "breaking 

news", whereas slow changes are less likely to emerge in the debate; urban dwellers’ needs 

and fears may be overrepresented vis-a-vis rural ones) . Obviously, stakeholders also have their 

biases, but i) they are different from each other and from the media ones, and ii) they can be 

asked to give reflexive answers and to reconsider their own biases explicitly. 

 Provide an indication of potential indicators for assessment of vulnerabilities. In this regard it 

must be said that feedback was quite general and not necessarily consistent with scientific 

literature and methods. The exercise was nevertheless useful as respondents highlighted areas 

of concerns that would require, in their perspective, adequate measurement. Subsequent 

steps should be handled by experts and researchers. 

 

2.3 LATVIA 

 

A total of six people were interviewed in April and May 2015. These stakeholders represent different 

sectors and narratives of the food system as the table below shows.  
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Table 11. Latvian stakeholders 

Title Surname First name organisation Entity 

Ms Kraukle Agita Food assistance organisation “Paēdušai 
Latvijai” 

CSO 

Ms Radzele-
Šulce 

Agnese  Latvian Rural Advisory an Taining Centre AKIS 

Mr Zinārs Juris  Ministry of Agriculture, Department of 
Biotechnology and Quality 

Public 

Ms Melece Ligita Latvian State Institute of Agrarian Economics Research 

Ms Kļaviņa Solvita Ministry of Health, Disease Control and 
Prophylaxis Center, Department of Health 
Promotion 

Public 

Ms Solovjova Inga Riga City Council, Social Welfare Department, 
Health Department 

Public 

 

2.3.1 Feedback from Latvian Media Analysis 

2.3.1.1 Vulnerability drivers 

In TRANSMANGO we define vulnerability drivers as threats to the food system that may affect its 

capacity to deliver food and nutrition security for all. As a result of the Latvian media analysis (see LV 

National report http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/d2.2%20p8%20latvia.pdf ), 

16 drivers were identified and classified under 5 dimensions: ecological, social, economic, political, and 

technological. In the national report we analysed drivers as agents of change that might have both 

negative and positive effects on the food system and FNS outcomes. In the stakeholder survey we 

primarily focussed on negative drivers that cause hazards and lead to food and nutrition insecurity. 

We asked the informants to reflect on the drivers table developed in the national report (see table 

below), identify eventual missing drivers and weight the relative importance of drivers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/d2.2%20p8%20latvia.pdf
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Table 12. Vulnerability drivers identified in the Latvian media analysis. 

Ecological drivers Social drivers Economic drivers Political drivers Technological 

drivers 

Climate change  Poverty , social 

inequality  

Global trade  Regulation  Technological 

modernisation 

 Dietary, 

consumption 

habits  

Farm polarisation  Trade sanctions Research and 

innovation 

 Urban food 

initiatives 

Retail 

concentration  

Public sector food 

procurement 

 

 

 

Food self-

provisioning 

Access to land    

 Knowledge and 

learning  

Local food 

(systems) 

  

 

Overall, interviewees found that the table adequately captured FNS vulnerability drivers in Latvia; 

however, they suggested some modifications. The comments and suggestions are clustered in the five 

dimensions as shown below.  

Ecological 

 Climate change was definitely seen as important driver at global and national scale.  

 Additionally the stakeholders proposed the following ecological drivers: 

o Soil and water pollution from intensive agriculture: Pollution leads to degradation of 

natural resource base for food production. 

o Food contamination: A recent study commissioned by the Friends of Earth NGO 

discovered pesticide and herbicide residues in many industrially produced foods 

(bread, meat products, rapeseed oil, etc.). This causes deep worries among 

nutritionists and consumers about food safety and negative health effects of many 

industrial foods.  

o Animal and human diseases: There is an increased incidence of epidemic animal 

diseases (avian influenza, African swine fever and other) that cause huge economic 

losses and diminish food production capacity. Some of diseases are common for 

animals and humans. Experts associate the spread of diseases with climate change and 

intensive methods of production.  

o Disappearance of traditional varieties and breeds. 

Social 

 Poverty and social inequality were admitted as key FNS vulnerability drivers.  

 Unhealthy food habits were one of the main concerns of experts in the social dimension. 

Experts commented on food consumption as a dynamic area: on the one hand there is rising 
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consumer awareness about healthy nutrition; on the other hand supermarkets and fast food 

catering businesses promote unhealthy offerings. One expert noted that unhealthy food habits 

were also widespread in the Soviet past and should wane with improvements in consumer 

education.  

 Urban food initiatives; Food self-provisioning and knowledge and learning, mentioned in the 

original drivers list were not perceived by experts as vulnerability drivers but rather as an 

opportunity to improve food security and provisioning, especially in the most vulnerable 

population groups. Furthermore, one expert expressed distrust in urban agriculture as the 

products originating from urban gardens in her opinion cannot be as healthy as those grown 

in rural territories.  

 Experts suggested two additional vulnerability drivers in the social dimension: 

o Ageing of rural population;  

o Rural outmigration.  

Experts felt that both processes negatively influence labour availability in agriculture 

and may limit food production. 

Economic 

 Global trade: Experts admitted that global trade is something that is impossible to avoid and 

that it is likely to have a negative impact on the local food systems. 

 Farm polarisation: Experts were not unanimous about the negative consequences of farm 

polarisation; some were of the opinion that big farms will secure society with cheap food and 

that the ecological risks associated with large scale farming are exaggerated. Others 

considered the dissappearance of small farms as a risk to food security.  

 Retail concentration: This driver was assessed as particularly important for the most 

vulnerable groups which are more reliant on retail chains. Retail concentration was also 

commented upon as potentially limiting factor for local producers. 

 Access to land: In general, experts were of the opinion that land availability is not a problem 

for food production in Latvia; there is abundance of land resources. However, certain 

vulnerabilities were seen in the weaknesses of land policies, which fail to effectively regulate 

the increasing competition for land among food and energy crops producers. One expert 

commented that this is a negative driver in the food system, especially noticeable at micro 

level. Another expert notedthe difficulties that vulnerable groups experience in accessing the 

land for self-growing purposes. 

 The development of local food systems was assessed as a significant positive driver towards 

improved FNS. Some experts suggested introducing support to local food as one of the 

cornerstones in agricultural and rural development policies. 

 Additional drivers suggested: 

o Disappearance of local/small producers 

o Foreign takeover of food companies: One expert raised the issue of ownership of food 

processing companies. An example was given that four out of the five largest dairies 

in Latvia are owned by foreign investors. The expert felt this might be challenging for 

national food sovereignty. Similar comments were made regarding school catering 
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where Lithuanian companies take a big share of the market and typically rely on cheap 

products from the Lithuanian owned Maxima retailer, often at the expense of the 

nutritional qualitys of school meals.  

o Weak co-operation among small producers: Experts suggested considering co-

operation as an essential driver for building a market chain and improving consumer 

access to nutritious, organic, speciality quality foods. One expert made an observation 

that in Latvia co-operation is more developed among big producers who operate in 

mainstream markets but it is less developed among small and organic producers.  

Political 

 Regulation was evaluated as a critically important driver for both the vulnerability and the 

sustainability of the food system. Several experts criticised the Food and Veterinary Service 

which sometimes applies inadequate rules and requirements to (small) producers that result 

in economic losses for farmers and food companies and increases food waste. 

 Quite contrary to the analysis in the national Report, trade sanctions were evaluated as a 

relatively minor driver. Two experts thought that the devastating impact of Russian trade 

sanctions introduced in 2014 on the Latvian food sector has been an exaggeration. One expert 

even recalled a situation when farmers, having complained about surpluses because of 

sanctions, refused to participate in food charity programme. 

 Additional drivers suggested: 

o Flaws in public food procurement: Public food procurement was mentioned by several 

informants as a growing area of dynamism in the food system with the main focus on 

school food. Experts were supportive of the recent municipal initiatives to include 

quality criteria in school food procurement, ensure more local sourcing, improve 

control of school caterers and involve parents in school food programmes. However, 

the practical implementation of new procurement regulations faces some challenges 

and there are many problems to be addressed with regard to new public procurement 

rules.  

o Bureaucratic fear: Some experts representing research and civil society organisations 

noted that there is a kind of bureaucratic fear among many Latvian policy makers and 

civil servants about recognising and supporting local producers. Experts commented 

that this was as a result effect of extremely liberal agricultural policies in Latvia in the 

last decades and inadequate interpretation of principles of free competition. 

Bureaucratic fear was blamed for limiting the legitimate interests of small and local 

producers. In contrast, the expert who represented the government organisation (the 

ministry) did not see a problem and justified such a position as the right one in the EU 

context.  

o Insufficient support to farmers co-operation: This additional vulnerability driver was 

suggested as specifically hampering the potential of small farms to organise and get 

better involved in the food provisioning system. 

 



 
 

 
 

45 

Technological 

 Technological modernisation was acknowledged as one of the drivers that (potentially) might 

lead to dietary and health vulnerabilities through enlarging the supply and availability of 

artificially engineered foods, many of them were seen by experts as potentially harmful for 

human health. 

 On the other hand, research and innovation was evaluated as a key development driver in the 

food system that advances efficiency of production and in the end creates an abundance of 

available foods. This opinion, though, was challenged by another expert who considered that 

there were numerous unexplored and unutilised options how local / small-scale / niche 

production can contribute to food provision and security. Furthermore, one expert suggested 

that the moral aspects of contemporary biotech and agricultural research have to be 

challenged and reconsidered once again: “The new ways of food production might contradict 

our moral principles or deviate from our interpretation of what food is and what it should do 

and shouldn’t do to our health.” 

Cross-cutting issues 

 Food ethics: One expert suggested that contemporary society is in need of an ethical approach 

to a well-functioning food system; such an approach has to be based on principles of solidarity 

(with local producers), consumer information and education, considered choices and 

responsible food habits. Also the research system has to be held responsible for the newest 

technological advancements in food industry. The claim was made to limit or at least to 

reconsider the scientifically-driven rush towards engineering of ‘artificial foods’.  

 Food waste: Food waste was another cross-cutting issue. It was mentioned as a vulnerability 

driver by several informants.  However, it was difficult for experts to locate food waste along 

the food chain and food system dimensions, as waste and losses are involved in production, 

transportation and consumption and have more than just ecological implications. Experts 

suggested that food waste should be addressed as an integral (horizontal) issue of the food 

system. 

 

Following this feedback we developed a new table of vulnerability drivers. The new table contains: i) 

in green - new or modified original vulnerability drivers; ii) in red - the originally identified drivers that 

in the experts’ opinion act as agents for improved FNS and therefore might be excluded from the list 

of vulnerability drivers; iii) stakeholder weighting of original drivers from the national report marked 

by ++ most important, + important. Feedback results are presented in the updated table below. 
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Table 13. Vulnerability drivers according to experts. 

Ecological drivers Social drivers Economic drivers Political drivers Technological 

drivers 

Climate change ++ Poverty , social 

inequality ++ 

Global trade + Regulation + Technological 

modernisation 

Environmental 
pollution 

 

Dietary, consumption 

habits ++ 

Farm polarisation + Trade sanctions Research and 

innovation 

Food contamination 
 

Urban food initiatives Retail concentration + Flaws in public sector 

food procurement  

 

Animal and human 
diseases 

 

 

Food self-

provisioning 

Access to land + Bureaucratic fear to 
recognise and 
support local 

producers 

 

Disappearance of 
traditional varieties 

and breeds 

 

Knowledge and 

learning  

Local food (systems) Insufficient support to 
farmers’ cooperation 

 

 

 Ageing of rural 
population 

Disappearance of 
local/small producers 

  

 Rural outmigration Foreign takeover of 
food companies 

  

 Food ethics 

 

Weak cooperation 
among small 

producers 

  

  Food waste 

 

  

 

2.3.1.2 Vulnerable groups 

The Latvian media analysis allowed us to identify the following vulnerable groups as characterised in 

the table below: 

Table 14. Vulnerable groups identified in Latvian media analysis. 

Groups Description 

Small farmers (and local 

producers) 

The group represents institutionalized actors. Small local farmers 

(and local producers) are introduced as an important actor to 

overcome system vulnerabilities. However, the group is threatened 

by economies of scale and global free trade. 

Municipalities Representative of governing actors. Municipalities are important in 

order to overcome geographical FNS inequalities and to secure 

overall access to welfare system. Meanwhile, centralization and 

unequal income across the territory of Latvia threatens these 

functions. 

People with low income, 

homeless people, elderly 

These groups have common problems ensuring access to healthy and 

nutritious food. The reasons why these groups have problems 
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people, single parents, 

Large families, single single 

person households , 

Unemployed people 

accessing healthy food is the same: either lack of consistent income 

or insufficient income. Furthermore, for some of these groups lack of 

supporting networks (of friends, family, colleagues) might add to the 

difficulties to overcome the vulnerability. Finally, these groups are 

often searching for new forms how food could be accessed and relays 

on food support systems. 

People with weak food 

knowledge 

The group that lacks sufficient food knowledge that would allow 

making informed decisions about consumption and cooking 

practices. 

People pursuing specific 

diets 

As the group mentioned above – these people make their decisions 

on biased or incomplete knowledge about healthy consumption. 

Children (pupils) Group that is most often recognized as vulnerable. Group that cannot 

protect itself and therefore relays on public support systems. 

Rural population All problems associated with food are more pronounced if they are 

analysed in rural context. Thus, the rural population is especially 

exposed to the identified vulnerabilities. 

 

The interviewed stakeholders in general agreed with the vulnerable groups as identified in the National 

Report. In addition, experts provided some nuanced comments on the specific situations (food 

insecurity/food poverty) of certain groups and underlying structural factors. Experts also suggested 

adding some new categories of population that are exposed to FNS risks. 

Suggestions on vulnerable groups identified: 

 Expert opinions were divided regarding the vulnerability of small farmers and local producers. 

On the one hand this is definitely a vulnerable group as small farmers are threatened by 

concentration tendencies in the food system; on the other hand, as several experts pointed, 

small farmers can secure access to food for the families involved and people in their closest 

social networks, which has been a largely underestimated factor in overall FNS. 

 Municipalities were not regarded by experts as a vulnerable ‘group’. Only if municipalities lack 

the capacity to organise food assistance to the poor does a governance-type of vulnerability 

emerges. Municipalities that are heavily dependent on redistribution of public funds are more 

exposed to this vulnerability. 

 Regarding the groups: People with low incomes, homeless people, elderly people, single 

parents, large families, single person households unemployed people: All experts agreed that 

these groups are subject to considerable food insecurity, even hunger. Their food insecurity 

situations are structurally, albeit differently conditioned 

 Some experts suggested to differentiate women, especially lone mothers as distinct vulnerable 

and food-insecure groups, given the fact that 1/3 of children in Latvia are raised in single parent 
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families, often living with mothers only. The economic situation in such households is typically 

difficult.  

 Experts commented that, as a group, children must be unpacked in relation to FNS, mentioning 

food insecurity situations (malnourishment) among one cohort of adolescents and the spread 

of unhealthy eating habits among other segments of the young generation. Experts claimed 

that children’s food and nutrition security should be approached with great care and 

responsibility. Experts admitted that much can be done by schools and parents in terms of 

educating children about healthy eating. However, in first place improvements need to be 

made in the school feeding system through granting access to free meals to all children, 

exercising control over the quality of school meals and improving food procurement 

procedures.  

 Experts suggested considering the addition of two more categories of vulnerable groups: 

o Immigrants: Although currently Latvia is not a major destination for immigration flows, 

the situation may change in the future and the country has to have support systems 

and knowledge in place on ensuring food security for an immigrant population. 

o Urban population: One expert suggested considering the urban population as a 

potentially vulnerable group since it is highly exposed to food shortage risks in case of 

potential disruptions in food supply due to catastrophes, political crises, etc.  

Cross-cutting issues 

 Availability vs access: Stakeholders agreed with nuances expressed in the availability vs access 

dilemma already discussed in the national Report; although the availability and variety of foods 

have increased tremendously during the last two decades of liberal market expansion in Latvia, 

food access and poverty for some groups remains an issue. 

 The power of marketing: Experts also confirmed the conclusion of the national Report that 

contemporary consumption habits are massively shaped by supply in supermarkets and the 

capitalist workday requirements. Global trade, retail concentration and the power of 

marketing make cheap and often low-quality food widely accessible and this leads to the 

spread of unhealthy habits in many population groups. 

 Who is responsible for nutritional insecurity? The National Report concluded that 

responsibility for food choices is largely put on the shoulders of consumers and experts, the 

supermarket and food industry supply being criticised but taken for granted. Experts tended 

to agree with that conclusion and this may form a guiding question for further TRANSMANGO 

case studies: at a time when global drivers and profit motives dominate the food system and 

captivate consumer minds, a question arises about how different actors can break away from 

unhealthy dependencies in the food system, and what are the pathways and mechanisms 

towards improved FNS. 

 A summary analysis of expert interviews together with findings of the national report allows 

us to suggest that lack of access to nutritious food might be also the consequence of irregular 

and poorly organised food assistance. Several experts made criticisms about the existing food 

assistance arrangements (and especially pointed to the low nutritional quality of food packs). 
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2.3.1.3 Food and Nutrition Security narratives 

Overall, the stakeholders felt that the narratives identified by researchers are indeed relevant and 

adequately depict the narratives prevailing in the public debate. Thus, we can conclude that 

stakeholder consultation has validated the desk research findings on the public debate on FNS in 

Latvia.  

In addition, experts offered their perception of which of the narratives are particularly topical from 

their point of view. Also, they offered their opionions on which narratives are promoted by decision-

makers.  

View related to own organisational affiliation 

In analysing the expert opinions on the topical narratives, on one hand, we identify a strong linkage 

between the experts’ area of authority and engagement with the subject area, and the kind of framing 

they feel particularly important.  

Examples: (a) the Disease Control Prevention Centre expert singles out as most important:   

 Healthy food habits as individual responsibility narrative;  

 Solidarity with those in hardship narrative;   

 Healthy food habits as social/environmental responsibility narrative. 

(b) On the other hand, a Ministry of Agriculture respondent singles out the following: 

 Productivism; 

 Solidarity with those in hardship narrative. 

In some cases, experts offered an elaboration of the content of the proposed narratives, again, 

focussing on issues their own work is tackling. This is reflected in the Table as direct quotations. 

In some cases experts proposed ”a new narrative” which in our opinion was essentially an instrument 

within an already identified narrative and we treated it as such (this mostly points out the difficulty of 

the narrative concept for non-sociologists).  

The disease control and prevention expert suggested that we add one extra narrative: ”Food as the 

factor that improves health”. We note this suggestion, yet we consider that it was not sufficiently 

present in the public debate to merit a narrative of its ownand it is implicitly included in the narratives 

assigning responsibility for healthy food habits (individual, societal). 

Perception of narratives promoted by decision-makers 

On the other hand, in suggesting what narratives are predominant in decision-makers’ rhetoric, the 

experts pointed out narratives differing from their own preferences, and providing an interesting 

glimpse into perceptions of what those in power actively promote. A word of caution: it is only a 

glimpse, as the basis for conclusions is too narrow at this point.  
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However, we can see quite an accurate perception of productivism as an important narrative for 

decision-makers, followed by food sovereignty, being perceived as important as a balancing act to 

productivism; with healthy food habits perceived as third most important 3 for legislators, yet with 

differing emphases. For the healthy food habits narrative, the food bank expert considered that 

legislators promote the societal responsibility aspect of that, while the disease prevention expert sees 

legislators promoting individual responsibility. However we must note that the positions are in fact 

even closer, as one of the experts commented that the two aspects are complementary and mutually 

related. 

There were also narratives that did not merit special attention in any context (either as important for 

experts in their own professional role or seen as promoted by legislators), mainly the livelihoods and 

poverty as laziness narratives. Both were recognised as valid and present, but there was no further 

elaboration.  

The lack of additional comment on the first of the two narratives can perhaps be explained by the too 

subtle conceptual differences between the solidarity narrative and the food sovereignity narratives 

(both commented upon by many stakeholders) on one side, and the more normative and „critical of 

current policies” narrative of livelihoods, from the otherside.  

As to poverty-as-laziness, again, it was acknowledged, but not recognised as any stakeholder’s own 

narrative or assigned as an important narrative to legislators. 

Discussion and summary 

Below, we present a Table with narratives identified in the media analysis and the responses of the 

stakeholders on each, noting stakeholders’ points of divergence or agreement on each of the 

narratives in turn, providing direct quotations where possible.  

Table 15. Latvian narratives identified in media analysis. 

Narrative identified Key concept/s and 

oppositions 

Stakeholder perception of the relevance of the identified narrative 

Food sovereignty Local – global 

 

The narrative, although recognised as a major one by all stakeholders, was 

in particular supported by the Rural Training and Consultations Centre “it 

refers to the major concern about the local food and local producer”, and 

opposed by the Ministry of Agriculture expert (“it contradicts the common 

market”).  

The Rural Training and Consultations Centre suggested an even stronger 

aspect of self-sufficiency in national provision of food, which is seen as 

possible owing to local producer capacity and abundant natural resources. 

The food bank recognises this narrative as Numberr 1 for legislators; 

commenting that “Food sovereignty and Productivity represents the 

ideology where global markets are good up until the moment where we 
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can benefit from them. Thus the sovereignty indicates the need to develop 

local while Productivity indicates the need to compete on the global scale.”  

The narrative was not given special prominence or comments by the 

disease control specialist.  

Food democracy 

and food 

citizenship 

Resource-

conscious, 

moderate and 

knowledgeable 

consumption 

While validated by all experts, it was seen as particularly important by the 

Rural Training and Consultations centre. They also suggested emphasising 

the tool of adequate regulations for public procurement of food, and 

promotion of active bottom-up participation of stakeholders in designing 

that.  

Other experts did not offer specific comments. 

Solidarity with 

those in hardship 

Social justice, 

solidarity, practical 

help, food 

assistance, local 

community 

relations, soup 

kitchens 

This was the narrative unanimously recognised and assigned high 

importance. The disease prevention authority also expressed belief that it 

is the number. 2 narrative engaged by legislators.  

Interestingly, this perception (on legislators) was not shared by the food 

bank.  

Productivism 

(relatively little) 

GMO, organic food 

not superior, 

science can solve 

nutrition problems 

The narrative was recognised as valid, and strongly advocated by the 

Ministry of Agriculture representative, linking it to GMO and 

biotechnology (the latter as a neutral or even positive solution), expressing 

faith in science as a driver of productivity.  

Both the food bank and disease prevention authority perceived this as a 

top narrative for legislators.  

Livelihood The right to get 

access to resources 

to feed oneself. 

Resourceful poor 

vs. indifferent and 

incompetent public 

authorities 

While recognised as valid, this narrative got no stakeholder comments.  

Poverty is laziness Benefits, food 

assistance as 

promoters of 

passivity; 

While recognised as valid, this narrative got no stakeholder comments. 
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Misuse of well-

meant measures 

Healthy food 

habits as individual 

responsibility 

Nutritional value, 

unhealthy food (vs. 

„temptations”) 

This narrative and the next were particularly emphasised by the food bank 

and the disease prevention authority. However, their vision differed in 

subtle ways.  

The food bank expert sees both individual and societal responsibilities as 

complementary: “Only if everybody takes some responsibility about the 

food systems we can improve common access to healthy and nutritious 

food”. 

In a slightly different way, the disease prevention authority considers 

individual responsibility the most important narrative of all, and perceives 

it as number. 3 for legislators. 

Healthy food 

habits as 

social/environmen

tal responsibility  

Nutritional value, 

unhealthy food, 

marketing traps 

As noted above, the food bank sees this narrative intertwined with the 

individual responsibility narrative, and recognises it as number. 3 for 

legislators. The disease prevention authority expert sees this narrative as 

one of top three for their organisation.  

 

To summarise:The narratives recognised as important are linked to the area of authority of the experts; 

perceptions of key narratives used by decision-makers are different from their own priorities, yet 

correctly recognise the primacy of the productivist narrative. Two narratives (livelihood and the “poor 

are lazy” ), while recognised as present in the public debate, do not get singled out either as expert 

organisations’ own priorities or perceived priorities of decision-makers. 

2.3.2 Assessment of vulnerabilities 

2.3.2.1 Current modes of assessing vulnerabilities (and related institutions) 

The material used in the media analysis as well as experts interviewed indicate several data sources 

that can be used for assessing vulnerabilities. However, experts also recognize the limitations of these 

sources – such as an inadequate level of data generalization, lack of more detailed and explanatory 

links between the quantified data (the classifications used for national level assessments) and specific 

communities, or – as it is in many cases the outdated nature of the data available. Although experts 

have knowledge about the possibilities of assessing vulnerabilities, they admit that often for various 

reasons they do not use the data in their everyday work. An exception is the food charity organisation 

that collects micro-level data from its food assistance distribution network and uses the data to 

distribute food and reach the most vulnerable persons. Thus the charity is well equipped to offer micro-

level data on the food assistance demand side, yet this data is not used by wider food system actors 

to analyse the situation of emergency food needs and assistance measures. The charity collects data 

on a routine, largely ad -hoc basis and tries to use it to estimate the efficiency of its operation and to 

identify areas for improvement.  
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The interviewed experts from the research, advisory, NGO and public policy sectors often claim that 

specific questions related to specific indicators or measurements of FNS should be addressed to other 

institutions that should hold core responsibility for the issue. This is an interesting phenomenon 

signalling several cognitive and political peculiarities. On the one hand, the complex character of FNS 

issues and their relative novelty in public debate mean that many of the theoretical aspects related to 

FNS are still new in public (scientific, political, media) debate in Latvia and the topic crosses a significant 

number of various knowledge fields. Experts, thus experience difficulties in positioning their specific 

set of knowledge, professional roles and duties in relation to FNS. On the other hand, political 

responsibility over various aspects and problems related to ensuring FNS is trans-sectoral and not 

clearly attributable to any of the governing institutions. Formally the Ministry of Agriculture holds the 

main responsibility for the regulation of food production, food quality assurance and the agri-

environmental regulation of agricultural activity. Recently the Ministry of Health has started to play a 

more active role in food policies from the perspective of healthy nutrition. Municipalities take some 

governing functions in relation to management of local food distribution systems. However, it often 

seems that many of the involved actors see themselves as more like managers addressing partial food-

related questions while the monitoring of the whole food system and development of possible ideas 

for change are left to others. Thus a proper assessment of food system vulnerabilities and undertaking 

of corrective and proactive measures depends on the actors’ own motivation and/or their ability to 

form coalitions around the multifaceted issues of sustainable food provisioning.  

Some of the information sources mentioned in the interviews are: National Statistics Bureau (Central 

Statistical Bureau of Latvia), Eurostat, The National Food Consumption Survey of LATVIA, 2007 – 2009 

(Joffe et al. 2009). Interviewees also talk about official institutions,which can support stakeholders with 

information needed – for example the State and Veterinary Service collects and stores information 

concerning food safety (or food safety regulation); the local municipalities deal with information 

concerning practical situation in the regions. 

Other significant source of information about FNS issues mentioned are international studies such as 

the World Health Organization study on Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC); FINBALT 

Health monitoring; Global Youth Tobacco Survey (GYTS); WHO European Child Obesity Surveillance 

Initiative; eHealth Consumer Trends Survey; and other studies describing consumption patterns.  

Experts mentioned also several national studies and research projects on FNS conducted in Latvia. 

TRANSMANGO “National Report: Latvia. Food and Nutrition security debate” (Tisenkopfs et al. 2015) 

reveals some possible data sources, materials and researche relevant to vulnerability assessment. For 

example there is a significant number of studies researching childrens’ consumption patterns in 

relation to health (Gobina et al. 2007; Kārkliņa et al. 2011; Kārliņa et al. 2009); malnutrition and diets 

(Popluga & Melece 2009; Līmeža et al. 2012; Kārkliņa et al. 2011; Kārliņa et al. 2009; Gobina et al. 2007) 

and studies devoted to food quality issues and regulation (Vincevica-Gaile & Klavins 2012). Apart from 

the studies considering human consumption there are also studies assessing the production side, for 

example – a research project on potential for food self-provisioning and equal access to food 

(Pancenko et al. 2008); studies on food system control (Vanags et al. 2004; Mičule 2012), research on 

the economic assessment of food production by sectors of agriculture (Ramane et al. 2012; 

Marčenkova & Ruciņš 2010). One of the few nationally conducted research projects that took a holistic 
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approach to food has been research on the sustainability of food systems (Brizga et al. 2011; Brizga 

2013). However, the above mentioned studies usually take a rather narrow disciplinary focus and do 

not address the question of how the data and interpretations of food system performance and 

vulnerabilities could be embedded in broader knowledge systems. Therefore the studies with specific 

disciplinary focus in economics, food science, nutrition or agronomy often leave unanswered questions 

about the complex character of food system vulnerabilities and, hitherto, research in Latvia does not 

provide enough data and interpretative narratives for proper assessment of food system 

vulnerabilities. 

2.3.2.2 Potential indicators to assess vulnerabilities (and related institutions) 

In most cases the interviewed stakeholders were aware of particular indicators for measuring and 

assessing food system performance and vulnerabilities. They highlighted such indicators / 

measurements of food system as the productive capacity of agriculture, food safety, consumption 

habits and health. The informants were hesitant to define new assessment indicators. It seems that 

indicators and measurement were not a typical aspect of how the involved actors were thinking about 

the problems they are dealing with. Also, the issues addressed in the study covered a wide range of 

problems, which seems to contribute to the interpretation by some experts that FNS is not their field 

of concern. Despite this, the interviewed stakeholders did suggest some indicators that might be useful 

in assessing FNS vulnerabilities.  

All experts suggested they would benefit from qualitative data – more information describing the 

practical issues of at-risk groups and other involved actors working with FNS. This would presume that 

institutions involved in ensuring FNS (such as municipalities, institutions subordinated to the Ministry 

of Health and Ministry of Agriculture) would need to pursue more detailed communication with their 

clients. Still these considerations do not include precise instructions about which qualitative indicators 

should be collected and how they should be collected. 

In some cases, stakeholders suggested collecting data that are already available. In other cases experts 

suggested collecting data on quite specific issues, for example - data on nutritional content of meals, 

although such data are highly specific and would require knowledge to interpret it.  

Some experts pointed to the problem that food and nutrition data quickly become outdated given 

quite rapid changes in consumption habits. For example the most recent extensive survey on nutrition 

has been conducted in Latvia in the year 2009, and experts doubted whether these data reflect the 

current situation any longer. Another expert pointed to the observed fact that data on food waste is 

ether missing / incomplete or not easily available, especially on waste in the retail chain as such 

organisations do not want to share this information with other parties.  

Experts gave information and suggestions concerning possible quantitative indicators that could be 

used. The biggest number of suggestions related to 

 

indicators addressing diets and consumption habits such as: 

- Fruit consumption in various groups; 
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- Body mass index as an indicator that could monitor possible malnutrition or obesity; 

- Data on daily meals; 

- Food quality in schools – an indicator closely related to school meals and discussion on pupils’ 

diet. Fuelled by national media attention, this indicator addresses several issues at different 

FNS system levels - from national regulation to municipal organisation and individual choice. 

For example, two experts suggested concentrating on the question of how municipalities are 

organizing and controlling food procurement for schools. The experts suggested other 

indicators such as other the quality of the meals served; and the nutritional balance of meals. 

Several possible actors were mentioned who could collect information regarding these 

indicators: local municipalities, the Ministry of Agriculture, the State Food and Veterinary 

Service; the Ministry of Health. 

Stakeholders also proposed that more detailed information is needed regarding at-risk groups. 

Currently the municipalities have a robust approach to data collection (monitoring and processing) and 

identify only those persons who officially qualify as being in need. The approach does not allow 

conclusions to be made regarding people located on the edge of the official poverty level – this at-risk 

group might be even in a worse situation than those officially under the poverty line because nobody 

recognizes their needs. According to the stakeholders, municipalities already have information on at-

risk-of- poverty groups and they would just need to redefine how they deal with this information. . 

Some of the experts suggested using indicators describing food availability:  

- Data on the self-sufficiency of major commodityproduction. The data is already accessible. It 

is just that it should be used as an indicator for measuring the security of food systems; 

- Indicators describing the presence of local and biological farmers in the municipality.  

Finally, one expert suggested finding ‘system indicators’ that would measure certain vulnerabilities 

throughout food production and consumption cycles, for example data on waste and food choices. 

Food choices were in particular emphasized by this expert as she perceived consumer decisions to 

affect many other spheres and dimensions of the food system, including health, environmental quality 

and social wellbeing.  

2.3.2.3 Benefits and limitations to assess vulnerabilities in Latvia 

This overview is based on the media analysis and expert interviews. In expert interviews the results of 

the media analysis have been discussed thus obtaining a more detailed perspective. The method of 

expert survey has been useful to verify the results of the media analysis and initiate further discussion. 

In the next paragraphs we illustrate some additional aspects where expert interviews have 

supplemented the media report. 

In the original media analysis we identified 11 vulnerabilities (Control and regulation of food systems; 

concentration of power in retail; systems’ inability to support local producers; unhealthy consumer 

choices and unsustainable food habits; inequality of society – poverty; insufficient requirements for 

product labelling; poorly-planned land distribution; technologization of food production process; 

instability of global food markets (global food relations); prevalence of animal diseases; climate 

changes caused by global warming). The vulnerabilities selected covered all TRANSMANGO 
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dimensions, representing different narratives, knowledge fields and FNS system levels. Interviews with 

experts revealed that some of the vulnerabilities to their mind are more important than others. The 

most important vulnerabilities according to experts are vulnerabilities relating to inequality, diets, 

knowledge, climate change and control. Yet issues such as polarization (both in retail and in 

agriculture) were not perceived by experts to be as important as their representation in the media 

would suggest. Furthermore, the interviewed experts introduced some new perspectives on how to 

approach vulnerabilities – such as ethics and marketing. 

Experts also expressed their opinion regarding the main vulnerable groups. Regarding this issue, the 

expert interpretations provided a more nuanced perspective on vulnerable groups and their situations 

compared to with media analysis. Overall, the experts agreed with the groups identified in the media 

analysis. However, in many cases they felt that additional insights were needed to identify the main 

groups on which to focus. All experts emphasised the importance of paying attention to groups such 

as single mothers, single person households, people, people with low incomes and elderly people. They 

especially stressed the importance of children as a vulnerable group. However, they also introduced 

some new groups, for example – immigrants (a group that according to one expert would become 

more visible in the near future and for whom Latvia as a society is not well prepared). Another 

vulnerable group are people lost within the system or those who are under the radar of the official 

welfare system, eg., people who officially do not classify as ‘low income persons in need’, but are very 

close to that line and need help. Experts also suggested that people with various disabilities be added 

to the list of vulnerable groups. In the media analysis we identified that rural people were more 

vulnerable than urban residents whereas some of the experts suggested the opposite – that urban 

people are exposed to eventual food system shocks more than rural population due to lack of access 

to farmland. 

Regarding the narratives identified in the media analysis and tested in the stakeholder survey, we 

found that the narratives recognised by experts as important and relevant were linked to the area of 

experts’ authority and thus related also to their position of power.  Experts tended to articulate 

narratives that coincide with the official position of their representative institutions/organisations - for 

example experts involved in agricultural policy-making recognised the primacy of the productivist 

narrative. Two narratives that were prominent in media discussions (livelihoods and the narrative that 

the “poor are lazy”) were not recognised as important from the perspective of expert organisations’ 

own priorities or from the perceived priorities of decision-makers. 

2.3.3 Conclusions 

 

A total of six stakeholders representing CSO (food assistance organisation), research (Latvian State 

Institute of Agrarian Economics), AKIS (Latvia Rural Advisory and Training Centre) and the public sector 

(Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Health, Riga City Council) were consulted about the main results 

of the Latvian National Report on FNS debates in media, scientific and policy documents.  

Overall, interviewees found the report adequately capturing FNS vulnerability drivers in Latvia. 

However, they suggested some modifications. With regard to ecological drivers, climate change was 

articulated as major driver at global and national scale. Additionally the stakeholders proposed to 
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include such drivers as soil and water contamination from intensive agriculture, food contamination, 

animal and human diseases and the disappearance of traditional varieties and breeds. In the social 

dimension, poverty and social inequality was emphasised as a key vulnerability , whilethe presence of 

unhealthy food habits was one f the main experts’ concerns. Stakeholders suggested two additional 

vulnerability drivers – ageing of rural population and rural outmigration. With regard to economic 

drivers, experts were of opinion that global drivers such as global trade and retail concentration are 

difficult to control whereas access to land can be improved through adequate land use policies. The 

development of local food systems was assessed as a significant positive driver towards improved FNS. 

Experts suggested including three additional drivers: disappearance of small producers, foreign 

takeover of food companies and weak co-operation among small producers. Concerning political 

drivers, experts were less concerned about the impact of Russian trade sanctions than was suggested 

in the National Report and suggested some additional drivers; notably bureaucratic fear that especially 

affects small food producers. In the technological dimension, experts provided nuanced comments on 

the contradictory nature of research and innovation which enhances food production but equally may 

challenge certain moral principles and interpretations of healthy food and nutrition. Food ethics and 

food waste emerged as certain cross-cutting issues across vulnerability dimensions. 

The interviewed experts in general supported the characterisation of vulnerable groups and underlying 

structural factors as identified in the National Report. However, they tended to disagree that small 

farmers and municipalities were vulnerable in terms of access and availability of food. Some experts 

suggested distinguishing  women, single mothers and children as particularly vulnerable, and experts 

added two more categories – immigrants and the urban population at large (by being exposed to 

potential sudden disruptions in food supply). As in the  National Report, the stakeholder survey 

identified asymmetries in the availability of and access to food for various social groups and the 

unbalanced performance of the food system in terms of distributed FNS outcomes (availability, access, 

utilisation). Experts agreed that food insecurity and poverty remain high for some groups. Several 

experts voiced criticisms aboutthe existing food assistance arrangements and especially pointed to the 

low nutritional quality of food packs. 

Overall, the stakeholder survey confirmed the narratives prevailing in public debate about FNS as 

identified in the National Report, thus validating the findings of the media analysis. We observed a 

strong linkage between the area of expertise and engagement of stakeholders and their interpretation 

of the importance of narratives. For example, the Ministry of Agriculture expert singled out 

Productivism and Solidarity with those in hardship narratives. The decision maker experts favoured 

Productivism and Food sovereignty narratives. The food democracy and food citizenship narrative was 

recognised as particularly important by an expert from the Rural Advisory and Training Centre while 

healthy food habits as individual and social responsibility narratives were emphasised by the food bank 

expert. The solidarity with those in hardship narrative was unanimously assigned high importance by 

all experts. We may conclude that the narratives recognised as important are linked to the area of 

authority of the experts; perceptions of key narratives used by decision-makers are different their from 

own priorities, yet correctly recognise the primacy of the productivist narrative. Two narratives 

(Livelihoods and ‘the poor are lazy’), while recognised as present in the public debate, did not get 

singled out either as expert organisations’ own priorities or as perceived priorities of decision-makers. 
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Discussing current modes of assessing vulnerabilities, experts indicated several data sources and 

indicators that can be used for assessing the vulnerabilities. Some of the information sources 

mentioned in the interviews were: Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia, Eurostat, The National Food 

Consumption Survey of LATVIA, 2007 – 2009, the State and Veterinary Service, the local municipalities. 

Other significant sources of information about FNS issues mentioned were international studies, such 

as the World Health Organization study on Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC); FINBALT 

Health monitoring; Global Youth Tobacco Survey (GYTS); WHO European Child Obesity Surveillance 

Initiative; eHealth Consumer Trends Survey; and other studies describing consumption patterns. 

Experts mentioned also several national studies and research projects on FNS conducted in Latvia. 

However, experts admitted that often for various reasons they do not use the data in their everyday 

work. They also claimed that questions related to specific indicators or measurements of FNS should 

be addressed to other institutions that should hold core responsibility over FNS issues. The complex 

character of FNS issues, their relative novelty in public debate and diffused political responsibility mean 

that FNS is a trans-sectoral issue and cannot be clearly attributed to any of the governing institutions.  

Discussing potential indicators for assessing vulnerabilities showed that in most cases interviewed 

stakeholders were aware of particular indicators for measuring and assessing food system 

performance and vulnerabilities. They highlighted such indicators / measurements of food system as 

the productive capacity of agriculture, food safety, consumption habits and health. All experts 

suggested that they would benefit from qualitative data – more information describing the practical 

issues of at-risk groups and other involved actors working with FNS. In some cases, stakeholders 

suggested collecting data which already was available. In other cases experts suggested collecting data 

on quite specific issues, for example - data on the nutritional quality of school meals. Some experts 

pointed to the problem that food and nutrition data quickly become outdated given quite rapid 

changes in consumption habits. Experts gave their opinion and suggestions concerning possible 

quantitative indicators, notably with regard to indicators related to diets and consumption habits such 

as fruit consumption in various groups; body mass index as an indicator that would allow for 

monitoring of possible malnutrition or obesity; data on daily meals and food quality in schools. 

Stakeholders also proposed that more detailed information is needed regarding at-risk groups. 

 

2.4 BELGIUM 

A total of seven people were interviewed between March and May 2015. As the Belgian report is based 

on the analysis of Flemish media, the contacted experts are all from Flanders. The experts represent 

different sectors and narratives of the food system as the table below shows.  
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Table 16. Flemish stakeholders 

Title Surname First name organisation Entity 

Mrs Bosch  Claire FEVIA (food industry) Industry 

Mrs Van Hauwaert Erika KHLeuven – worked for VIGeZ Public 

Mr Engelen Gert Vredeseilanden Ngo 

Mr Symons Koen Innovatiesteunpunt Farmers Union 

Mrs Knockaert Dorien De Standaard Media 

Mrs De Clercq Patricia Ministerie van Landbouw Government 

Mrs Vercaeren Mieke Colruyt Retail 

 

2.4.1 Feedback from Belgian Media Analysis 

2.4.1.1 Vulnerability drivers 

As a result of the Belgian media analysis (see Belgian National report 

http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/d2.2%20p1%20belgium.pdf ), the following 

drivers were identified. They have been classified under 5 dimensions and with different levels of 

importance (++ most mentioned, + mentioned, rarely mentioned). 

Table 17. Vulnerability drivers identified in the Flemish media analysis 

Ecological drivers  Social drivers Economic drivers Political drivers Technological 

drivers 

Climate change  

 

Increased food 

demand  

Liberalization of 

the world market  

Food safety as 

priority  

ICT  

Scarcity  Unbalanced diets 

and 

overconsumption  

Concentration in 

the food system  

Fragmentation of 

political powers  

Agricultural 

engineering  

Water pollution  

 

Demand for 

convenience food  

Urbanization  

 

  

 Change in cultural 

identity  

Land competition    

 Ageing population Price volatility    

 Increased demand 

for local food  

   

 Food waste     

Colours indications: darker orange - drivers apparent in over 90 articles; medium orange - drivers apparent in 40-

90 articles; yellow - drivers apparent in 10-39 articles, white - drivers apparent in less than 10 articles 

 

http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/d2.2%20p1%20belgium.pdf
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Similar to the UK survey, the responses show a lack of understanding in differences between drivers 

and vulnerabilities. And, also in line with the UK analysis, the experts pronounced the need to go 

beyond the media analysis and capture issues that are not mentioned in the media. In this context, an 

expert noted the importance of land competition: 

Overall, when it comes to food security, it should be clear that in Flanders and at the global level, there

 is enough arable land. One of the key threats however, not at least in Flanders, is the power of 

other sectors to buy arable land. Think about construction industry, land used for energy crops and the 

overall urbanisation. We should not let this tendency continue in Flanders. 

The current EU policy leads to a decrease in the number of farmers. And, to a situation where we, for 

example, have to import milk from The Netherlands.  

We should produce with a limited number of inputs, and in this context, every chain in the food system 

should take its responsibility.  

We should produce, in Europe, enough products. In some way, we should be self-sufficient in Europe.  

 

Ecological 

 Value of nature / biodiversity as such, as creating a better biotope for humans to live in. The 

contrast between urban deserts with polluted air and lack of green space.  

 more pressure on agriculture to invest in agro-biodiversity and upgrading of the landscape, 

demand for nature experience, together with direct and indirect connection with sustainable 

food production systems, new initiatives of urban agriculture.  

 Climate change: agriculture is not just the driver, it is also the victim of climate change 

 What about energy as driver?  

 Water pollution and water scarcity: add the use of pesticides and manure as a driver 

 Soil degradation - I am in favor of multifunctional use of the soil. 

 What is important to notice is that food security in Flanders is ok, but through our way of 

producing and living, we cause food insecurity elsewhere.  

 Meat consumption should certainly be mentioned, including the discussion on the pork sector. 

Shall our pig sector remain competitive? We are very dependent on soy, and on the 

agrochemical industry. 

Social 

 Quality of food, including for example alternative foods rich in proteins and with high value 

like insects. But we must be careful. Some alternative products are not very nutritious and are 

incorrectly claimed as replacements for other foods - Think for example of soy milk.  

 Seasonal food  

 Quality of food, but in a different way. The demand for healthy, affordable, tasteful food is a 

driver. In the media analysis we defined unhealthy diets as a driver. One of the experts stated 

that is was rather the opposite way around, and put forward 'health' as driver. Health concerns 
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have increased and lead to more outdoor activities, attention for balance between work and 

the private sphere, healthy cooking, activities like yoga and mindfulness. Furthermore, this 

drives developments in the food industry in terms of developing healthy food products, and 

also drives companies to invest in healthy work spaces.  

 Increase in single parent households - leading to vulnerable children. 

 Consumers differ from the involved citizens they sometimes claim to be. 

Economic 

 Income guarantee for our farmers. We have a very investment-intensive agriculture.  

 Food waste by our industry / and in fact all along the chain. The growing importance of the 

circular economy. Think material-based not waste-based.  

 Limited fossil fuels which become expensive. 

 Import / export balances for grains, fish, variation in fruits. We insufficiently think about how 

much we depend on others for our food, for example on wheat to make our bread. On the 

other hand, self-sufficiency should not be the aim. We need variation, e.g. not just apples and 

pears in the winter. 

 Impact of the world market on the price for raw materials. 

 In a number of Flemish towns, there is a growing dynamic of sharing, especially among 

youngsters (cohousing, freecycle dynamics).  

 Initiatives that take a radical and holistic position where production and reconnecting are key 

- e.g. CSA. In 10-20 years, these initiatives might become a real part of the food system. 

 Also within companies, we see more responsible behavior, a search to translate sustainability 

into everyday practice in the company. Maatschappelijk Verantwoord Ondernemen (MVO) 

gains importance.  

 The recognition of chain thinking. Thinking about Life Cycle Assessment (LCA). An expert 

referred to the UNEP report on LCA (which Colruyt is involved in). Related to this, data 

management is also key.  

 The Belgian study was based onn a previous analysis. However, we only retained the drivers 

that were also relevant to the media analysis. Mathijs et al. (2012) identified 10 landscape 

developments that influence the Flemish agriculture and food system. In further research, 

these landscape developments (LD) have been translated into 29 driving forces (D) for the 

Flemish food system. These developments and driving forces are presented in Table 9 of the 

Belgian media report. Some of these drivers are highly relevant, though not taken up by the 

media:  

 LD7: Values and ethical opinion of consumers change 

 D21 Pressure coming from changing values, norms and ethical opinions of consumers 

 D22 Pressure from consumers seeking new trade perspectives, giving rise to new 

niches (transition groups, food baskets, ...) 

 D23 Consumer- citizen paradox 

 LD8: Alternative growth becomes a point of debate 
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 D24 Paradigm of remaining material growth for more welfare and prosperity is under 

pressure because of the demand for an economic system that delivers human 

satisfaction in a fair way (social aspect) and in balance with the natural systems 

Political 

 Level playing field: everyone acts on the basis of equal rules. That is not yet the case. We have 

to compete with primary and processed agricultural products that don't follow the same 

norms and standards. That is unfair.  

 Ethical issues and animal welfare. 

 Key issue: conflict between food production and nature. 

 Dependency on subsidies. 

 Impact of conflicts - like the Russian embargo. Only acting when problems occur, we should be 

better prepared for conflicts and food crises.  

 Government is slow and often fails to implement investment-based taxes - example of the 

transition tax model. Implement a tax, and when you have reached the goal, abandon the tax 

again.  

Technological 

 Scientific research in the domain of food. 

 Food as topic in education. 

After this feedback the new table of vulnerability drivers will contain the following drivers (in green 

modified or new vulnerability drivers): 

Table 18. Flemish vulnerability drivers with input from stakeholders 

Ecological drivers
  

Social drivers Economic drivers Political drivers Technological 
drivers 

Climate change  

 

Increased food 

demand  

 

Liberalization of 

the world market  

 

Food safety as 

priority  

 

ICT  

 

Scarcity  Unbalanced diets 

and 

overconsumption 

and the demand 

for healthy, 

affordable and 

tasteful food  

Concentration in 

the food system  

Fragmentation of 

political powers  

Agricultural 

engineering  

Water pollution  

 

Demand for 

convenience food  

Urbanization  

 

Lack of investment 

based policy 
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Demand for meat Change in cultural 

identity  

Land competition  

 

  

 Ageing population Price volatility    

 Increased demand 

for local food  

Increased chain 

thinking 

  

 Food waste     

In green modified or new vulnerability driver. 

2.4.1.2 Vulnerable groups 

The Belgian media analysis allowed us to identify the following vulnerable groups: 

Poor - people living in poverty. Media pays more attention to the problem of people in poverty, 

including the challenge of poor people to eat healthy and tasteful on a daily basis. Journalists describe 

- among others - the impact of food prices on people in poverty. Also the statistics of the food banks 

often reach public media.    

Elderly. Over 10% of the elderly (older than 70 years) is undernourished and 45% of the elderly is at 

risk of undernutrition. Flanders is characterized by a doubling of the graying process, and waiting lists 

in nursing homes seek political attention in the short run. However, this topic seems unpopular and 

underreported in the media. Also, yearly reports of stakeholders in the food system pay little or no 

attention to this topic.  

Children. 10% of births in Flanders in the period 2010-2012 took place in households that live below 

the poverty line. In the context of food security, children are regularly mentioned as a vulnerable 

group. Both the impacts of hidden poverty on consumption patterns of children as well as the 

vulnerability in terms of consumption of contaminated food are mentioned in public media.  

Migrants. In Flanders, the likelihood of living in poverty is 5 times higher among non EU citizens 

compared to EU citizens. We distinguish between 3 food related topics in the media: intercultural 

cuisine, food protocols based on religion, and cultural events. Intercultural, international cuisine has 

become part of the Flemish food landscape. Reports in this domain are mainly positive. Reports on 

food hygiene in foreign catering (like kebab, pizzerias) on the contrary, are very often negative. Also, 

animal unfriendly methods in religious slaughtering practices are most often negatively reported on.   

Chronic patients. The proportion of chronic patients in Flanders increases. The most-mentioned 

diseases are hypertension, depression, asthma, diabetes, migraine, heart diseases, chronic bronchitis, 

and COPD. Most chronic diseases are directly or indirectly linked to food. However, the issue of chronic 

diseases is seldom reported in public media.  

Overall discussion 

Overall, the experts agreed on the identified vulnerable groups. Despite the fact that all experts are 

very familiar with the structure and challenges of the food chain as a whole, several experts started 
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their discussion of this section with mentioning that they are not experts in the field of vulnerable 

groups.  

Several experts confirmed the need to focus on children as vulnerable groups.  

One of the worst things that could happen is a situation where we are not able to feed our children 

properly. 

Suggestions on vulnerable groups identified 

It would be better to redefine the group of migrants into non European migrants. We have so many 

EU citizens coming to Belgium to work in large companies in Brussels or at the Commission. They are 

not vulnerable.  

One expert suggests making 'people that rely on food banks' a separate group. 

One other stresses the issue of chronic patients and elderly.  

The answer depends on how you define food security. For elderly and chronically ill people, medical 

issues also play a role. We should much better follow up this group and provide information directly at 

diagnosis of medical problems. Diagnosis of cancer, for example, should go hand in hand with dietary 

 advice. Don't wait until problems occur.  

Furthermore, for some groups it is a problem to get physically to the shop - the right shop - where 

patients can find adequate food. This also holds true for people with allergies. It is not always the fault 

of the medical personnel, but also the willingness of the patient recognising the need for another diet 

- plays a role. 

Some experts also drew attention to conventional families, for example: Are our families with 2 

working forces not vulnerable? They rely often on readymade unhealthy meals.  

Youngsters are also vulnerable since they are driven towards junk food: Think of the discussion about 

soft drinks at school. There is a lot of potential in research on taste-associations. Especially among 

children you should be able to change the way they taste food.  

In the category of poor people, you could make 2 separate groups.  

 People that have an income, but are at risk of poverty. They tend to spend too much of their 

budget on food, especially readymade meals and unhealthy snacks 

 People without income - the real poor.  

One expert also notes that digital illiteracy might cause vulnerability for a specific population group. 

We all take the use of apps for granted. But what about the group of people that never has learned to 

work with modern ICT?  
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2.4.1.3 Food and Nutrition Security Narratives 

 

We discussed throughout the interviews the FNS narratives identified in the Belgian media analysis 

which were the following:  

Table 19. Belgian narratives identified in media analysis 

Narratives Key concepts / 

suggested solutions 

Very 

important 

Represented 

Ecological Food production must respect ecological and 

environmental constraints 

ABDEF BE 

Free trade Global food chains are more efficient for affordable 

food provision 

ACDF CDF 

Quality Quality and reliability are magnified by the food-

territory liaison  

CF CF 

Social Social justice and effective welfare enables FNS  BD D 

Solidarity Food assistance is a concrete answer for deprived 

persons 

  

Sovereignty People and communities must have control over 

their food systems 

F  

Technology Technology development is the key to improve FNS / 

feed to world in 2050 

ACE BE 

Wholesome

ness 

Food safety is national priority BE BCDEF 

 

The third row indicates the top 3 of the interviewees. Not all interviewees made a top 3, some 

preferred to make comments on the narratives, rather than rank them. The fourth column indicates 

the narratives that are represented in today's national debate on FNS.  

 

Most important narratives 

Ecological narrative, which should also include: 

 Earth’s capacity 

 Carbon content - the contribution of agriculture should decrease 

 Make our system less input dependent  

 Animal welfare - ethical issues / Food production also raises ethical issues. If we take for 

example pork production, it becomes clear we do need new tools on global governance. That 

also holds true for the financial world.  
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Free Trade 

 The experts expressed opinions on the balance between imports and national production, for 

example: 

Things should be reasonable. Like the milk in our factories should be Belgian, not imported. A 

closed economy is no option anymore. Of course, things change if we would ever experience a 

new world war.  

On the other hand, an open economy sometimes leads to strange situation. Think about 

importing onions from Africa.  

 There were comments around changing the name of the narrative to global trade: Rather call 

this global trade, instead of free trade. For Flanders, it is about export-oriented markets, with 

the idea that we have a considerable added value that leads to additional profits for the 

Flemish economy.  

 Opportunities and threats: export markets are volatile and not always reliable. They are 

vulnerable for political and economic crises. An expert also highlighted that they work for a 

ceratin part of the population: More efficient for who? they are profitable for a limited number 

of groups 

 Talking about free trade, one should also recognize that trade creates welfare 

Quality 

 Suggestion to rename the key idea into 'high quality is a strong marketing benefit'. 

 Know where food comes from. 

 Opportunities and threats: quality mass products also experience problems on the global 

market. You need a personalized story to tell the consumers.  

Technology 

 Technology was considered an important narrative: We should apply technology and benefit 

from this. Thereby, I agree that small initiatives also should get a place, next to big enterprises. 

Big companies go for industrial agriculture. Local - small companies - are complementary to 

these companies. We should however realize that with the short supply chain, we can't feed 

the world's population.  

 Rename the concept: 'technological development offers an important value for 

competitiveness and quality of our products (don't only focus on agriculture, but on the entire 

chain).  

 Opportunities and threats: investments in technology are capital intensive and research is 

expensive. Furthermore, there is a heavy competition with atomized processes in low cost 

countries. 

 In line with the claim of Pablo Titonell, we have to extensify and in the South, they should 

intensify 

Solidarity 

 Some stakeholders contested this notion of solidarity: This is devaluing solidarity as a concept, 

it makes solidarity a kind of compassion , we should talk about fair trade instead 
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Self sufficiency 

 Many responses pointed to a new relationship between producer and consumer. 

 Self-sufficiency should be regarded as self-sufficiency at the level of the family - long term 

solutions for hard core problems. For example, don't just offer them free food, that doesn't 

change a thing in the long run. Search for win-win solutions between companies and society 

(poor).  

Wholesomeness  

 Highlight the role of companies:  

Looking at health, food companies should inform on healthy food and healthy consumption 

behaviour. They already do so. Companies have a responsibility, but it is a difficult story. e.g. 

butter and sugar, general rules are 'balanced and varied' choices.  

Codes on advertisiing is a good thing, for example concerning publicity for kids.  

Food security, as such, is relatively new in our branch. Its importance will probably increase, 

but right now, it is not yet an issue for us. FoodDrinkEurope is for sure active in this domain.  

2.4.2 Assessment of vulnerabilities 

2.4.2.1 Current modes of assessing vulnerabilities (and related institutions) 

In their first reflection, most interviewees refer to agriculture-oriented reports. In a second reflection, 

thoughts turn to to the information available on consumption and poverty. Overall, we notice that the 

experts find the data provided by governmental institutions very reliable.  

The best known study in the domain of assessing vulnerabilities are the studies done by AMS, Afdeling 

Monitoring en Studie, which is part of the Flemish government. Their task is to provide policy 

information through the set up of indicators. AMS thereby relies on an agriculture monitoring network 

that consists of 720 Flemish farmers. Every second year, AMS publishes an Agriculture Report (LARA) 

and a report on Fishery (VIRA). Furthermore, they also evaluate policies and carry out studies in 

innovative domains such as crowd funding and insect growing. All their publications can be accessed 

on their website lv.vlaanderen.be. The data of AMS are used by all agriculture-oriented research 

groups in Flanders.  

AMS also undertakes research on ‘potential’ future pathways. The most recent study in this context 

focuses on the potential of Flemish value-added meat chickens (Bergen 2015). However, the most well-

known study (also among consulted experts) is the work on the potential of Flanders to be self-

sufficient (Danckaert et al. 2014). According to this study, Flanders would need 808.700 ha to be self-

sufficient. In 2015, Flemish agriculture occupies 613.000 ha. Self-sufficiency is therefore not an option 

in Flanders. This work also highlights the amount of pork exported by Flanders. Flemish consumption 

of pork corresponds to about 1.8 million pigs, whereas in total, Flemish agriculture accounts for 6 

million pigs. Although in general there is a consensus that self-sufficiency should not be an objective, 

the study has enhanced the debate on food and nutrition security in a Flemish context. In this debate, 

we see a number of questions that have come to the foreground. How can we really change 

consumption behaviour? Should the government intervene? Should we further invest in export-

oriented agriculture, even if it puts an unsustainable pressure on our environment?  
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Apart from one expert, all experts mentioned the MIRA (Milieurapport Vlaanderen) reports. MIRA 

('Milieurapport') is the State of the Environment Report (SOER) on the Flemish Region of Belgium. It 

provides:  

 a description, analysis and assessment of the actual environmental state 

 a description, analysis and assessment of actual environment policy 

 a description of the expected environmental development in case of both unchanged and 

alternative policy, according to a number of relevant scenarios.  

The MIRA Indicator Report presents yearly a selection of environmental indicators with the most 

current data covering the entire environmental domain. The indicator report is also intended as a 

handy reference work for both the (environment) expert and the interested citizen. It is the flagship of 

the Flanders Environment Report from the Flemish Environment Agency. The indicators are selected 

and described by the staff of the Environment Reporting unit (MIRA) of the Flemish Environment 

Agency. In this way, ithopes to make a useful contribution to the environmental debate in Flanders. 

The MIRA steering group, set up by decree, is responsible for managing the content of Flanders’ 

environmental reporting. A good environmental indicator is policy-relevant, scientifically sound and 

measurable (see inset Selection criteria for indicators in MIRA). All reports can be downloaded on 

http://www.milieurapport.be/en/publications/.  

Most interviewees also knew about the Topic Report (MIRA 2012). In the topic report 'Transition to a 

sustainable agro-food system in Flanders: a system analysis', Erik Mathijs (KU Leuven), Frank Nevens 

(VITO) and Philippe Vandenbroeck (shiftN) take a critical look at the organisation of our food 

production and consumption, from soil to spoon. In this way, the Flemish Environment Agency and the 

Agriculture and Fisheries Department aim to help scientifically underpin the debate and the 

development of a vision of a more sustainable agro-food system.  

Apart from these two main sources, a number of national reports from regional and national institutes 

were mentioned such as the INBO report from the Institute of Nature and Forestry, Vlaamse 

ArmoedeMonitor on poverty, research by the NGO Vredeseilanden and the yearly report of the Food 

Safety Agency (FAVV). Also, the advice from the Hoge Gezondheidsraad (High level Board on Heath) is 

mentioned.  

One expert mentioned the work done by Het Federaal Planbureau (FPB). FPB is a public institute that 

carries out research and foresights on economic, social and environmental policy issues.  

The consulted experts are aware of the fact that the government undertakes several interesting 

studies, though they are seen tp perform less well in communication of the output.  

2.4.2.2 Potential indicators to assess vulnerabilities (and related institutions) 

Overall, we notice that the interviewees recognize the need to integrate a variety of indicators, 

including agriculture oriented indicators, technology, consumer behaviour and social inequality.  

Taste is mentioned as an interesting indicator. What determines taste and can we change taste 

preferences? This might also be a way to drive consumers towards more balanced and healthy diets. 

http://www.milieurapport.be/en/publications/
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From a research as well as a business perspective, it should certainly be possible to gain more insights 

in taste and, it would be a strong instrument to work with along the food chain. 

There is a consensus on the need for indicators at the consumption level. Currently, we have the 

Voedselconsumptiepeiling, monitoring food consumption (see Chapter 1 of the national report). 

However, we could go more into detail when it comes to the causes of unhealthy food patterns. In this 

context, , one expert warns about focusing too much on price. It is not just about price but also about 

education.  

An expert refers to the HEI Healthy Eating Index which accounts for vegetables, fruits, water, bread 

and variation in consumption, food waste, hygiene and food safety, ... In Belgium, we don't use this 

index but it would be worth it to implement.  

Taking agriculture as the point of departure, there is much more to be done in the field of potential 

varieties for Belgium. Another interviewee added to this by mentioning that we should not invest in 

soy production in Flanders. Soy production might have opportunities in Eastern Europe, but in 

Flanders, we could invest in high tech feed labs. In Flanders, there is potential to further invest in 

niches. "Think of Patanegra, that offers so much more than meat. We should really rethink the system". 

Related to the above mentioned, technology should be part of the indicator list. Not just the available 

technology, but also 'potential' and 'possible' new technologies. Having an idea of these opportunities 

would help all players in the food system to better prepare for the future.  

One of the respondents suggested building on the indicators as described by Sustainability Assessment 

of Food and Agriculture systems (SAFA).  

Remarkably, imports and exports were only mentioned by one of the experts.  

Institutions 

In line with the variety of indicators, a diversity of organizations were mentioned as playing a role in 

assessing vulnerability:  

 All institutions that have data on food production, distribution, marketing, education, 

consumption, quality and ecosystems 

 Farmers Unions, Boerenbond 

 Food industry (FEVIA) 

 Flemish Department of Agriculture and Fisheries 

 Certainly include the consumer - consumer organisations ! 

 Recycling centres 

 Supermarkets 

 COMOSIE : the sector organization for environmental / sustainable entrepreneurs in the social 

economy 

 Schools  

 Dieticians 
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2.4.2.3 Benefits and limitations to assess vulnerabilities in each country 

One of the issues that we raised was the level of assessment being either regional (Flanders / Walloon 

region) or national (Belgium). Respondents were almost unanimous about the fact that this kind of 

analysis should be done at the European level, not at regional or national level. Flanders is not an 

island, and you can't speak of a regional food system, being the main argument.  

Food security and assessment is generally considered an interesting though underexplored area, 

certainly in the European perspective. One expert noted that this assessment will be extremely difficult 

as it cross cuts so many domains. However, bringing expertise from these different domains together 

is a most interesting challenge. It adds to the growing belief in the need for a Ministry of Food. 

Furthermore, several experts mentioned that they would be interested in the outcomes of such an 

analysis. It might direct attention on the potential areas of investment to enforce the resilience of their 

own organisations. 

2.4.3 Conclusions 

Conclusions regarding the media analysis  

Although some experts were not familiar with the distinction between drivers and vulnerabilities, 

there was a consensus that the report covers the main topics of food and nutrition in a European 

context. Several experts highlighted the role of education and, in particular, consumers’ lack of insights 

into the complexity of the food system. The experts showed a concern forthe growing number of 

people living in (often hidden) poverty in Flanders.  

With respect to narratives on food and nutrition security, the experts confirm our findings of the media 

analysis which showed an overlap between a number of narratives and an apparent conflict between 

other narratives.  

Conclusion regarding the vulnerability assessment  

The experts confirm that there is a large amount of reliable data available. However, the existing 

studies each focus on one specific aspect of vulnerability, rather than covering food and nutrition 

security in the broad sense. Carrying out such an all-encompassing work is a worthwhile exercise. 

Nevertheless, it will require the involvement of many stakeholders. This won’t be an easy process and 

is comparable to the challenge of implementing a specific policy domain - ‘food’ – that covers food 

consumption, food production, food processing, retailing, etc.  

The experts were unanimous on the need to have this assessment at European level, rather than at 

the local, regional or national level. 
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2.5 FINLAND 

Six stakeholders were interviewed between April 9th and May 21st 2015. These stakeholders and their 

affiliations as well as organisations correspond to the main national FNS vulnerabilities presented in 

the Finnish media analysis and they are also relevant participants in the EU-level discussions. 

Table 20. Finnish stakeholders 

Title Surname First 
name 

Organisation/Position Entity 

Mr. Hakola Jyrki National Emergency Supply Centre, Head of 
Food and Nutrition Preparedness Sector 

Public 

Mr. Kalervo Matti Kesko Corporation (largest retailer in Finland), 
Corporate responsibility manager 

Private 

Ms. Niemi Elisa The Finnish Organic Association, Executive 
director 

NGO 

Ms. Pesola Ulla The Common Responsibility Campaign, 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, Co-
ordinator of food aid 

Non-profit 

Ms. Piesala Elisa ETL, Finnish Food and Drink Industries’ 
Federation, Branch manager (Industrial policy: 
food legislation & food hygiene) 

Private 

Ms. Pietola Liisa Central Union of Agricultural Producers and 
Forest Owners, Head of environmental affairs 

Private 

 

2.5.1 Feedback from the Finnish Media Analysis 

2.5.1.1 Vulnerability drivers 

The Finnish national report (see http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/ 

d2.2%20p7%20finland.pdf) identified 22 vulnerability drivers, divided under five dimensions (see Table 

21 below). The table contains both positive and negative drivers for FNS. These drivers often overlap 

with multiple dimensions and are therefore not fixed to the dimension they are presented in. Again, 

stakeholders’ affiliations and organisational positions affected the identification of vulnerabilities and 

the dimensions chosen, especially between social, economic and political dimensions. 

Table 21. Vulnerability drivers identified in the Finnish media analysis 

Ecological Social Economic Political Technological 

Climate change Poverty Subsidies EU-policies GM 

Food waste Food aid International actors, 
agreements and 
embargos 

Agricultural policy Nano- and 
biotechnology 

GM Ageing 
population 

Economic 
profitability 

Maintenance and 
supply security 

 

Biodiversity Consumer 
behaviour 

Food waste Social policy  

http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/%20d2.2%20p7%20finland.pdf
http://www.transmango.eu/userfiles/project%20reports/%20d2.2%20p7%20finland.pdf
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Strain in the 
water system 

Diminishing 
food skills 

 Regulation, legal 
control of food 
safety 

 

Organic and 
local 
production 

    

 

Interviewees noted that while the table and the executive summary of the national media analysis 

appear comprehensive, it is essential to look beyond the sphere of media discussion, as it represents 

a rather narrow and superficial view of the Finnish food system. However, none of the drivers listed 

were deemed unecessary. Instead there were some differing opinions on relevance and whether a 

driver has a positive or a negative impact on FNS. 

In the Finnish national context, the concept of food security is not widely known or used even among 

professionals including the key persons interviewed for this study. Actually, in Finnish language there 

is only one word for security and safety. Hence, food security it is often confused with the concept of 

food safety dismissing the complexity and multidimensionality of food and nutrition security. This was 

apparent also in the stakeholder interviews, as the interviewees were not able to strictly position 

themselves as part of the food security network, and rather took their standpoint within the specific 

field of their expertise, - for example within production, processing or retailing. This again proves the 

fragmented nature of the Finnish food system. Nobody seems to be aware of, , not to mention govern, 

the wholeness of the system. Accordingly, the understanding of national food and nutrition security is 

fragmented and there does not seem to be any actor in the field responsible for the wholeness of the 

FNS-network. 

In sum, there was little overlapping of views in relation to the interviews and the stakeholders 

predominantly discussed food security from their own viewpoint, seldom addressing the broader 

picture. The food system as well as the jurisdiction and bureaucracy involved were described as rigid 

and heavy. This in turn tends to maintain and even generate lack of co-operation and stagnation 

between the various food system actors, which again might explain the narrow views of FNS. 

The lack of comprehension of FNS dimensions as a whole, accompanied by rigid boundaries between 

the agents in food system/food supply chain, can be seen as a vulnerability in itself. In addition, some 

interviewees were worried that the current setting and atmosphere in which ample food and nutrition 

are taken for granted in Finland, which in turn negates the need for forecasting – ie. research, statistics 

and general discussion of food security. 

 

Ecological drivers 

 In general the stakeholders agreed with the drivers listed, though somewould not have 

included “organic and local production”, despite the fact that it appears frequently in the 

media. Then again the representative from the Organic Producers Union thought, not 
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surprisingly, quite the opposite. There are thus opposing views between various stakeholders, 

depending on their affiliation and background. 

 Climate change should be specified to include both global warming and extreme weather 

events, as they present distinct obstacles for food production in Finland. 

 The main ecological driver missing from the media debate was water and irrigation in the 

Finnish context. As opposed to droughts and water shortages, in Finland agriculture deals with 

floods (especially during the autumn season) and therefore with drainage. This is especially 

important in the context of political decision-making – essentially the EU-level agricultural 

policies. Without the proper understanding (and data, as will be explained later) of the unique 

characteristics of the Finnish agriculture and its need of drainage instead of irrigation, EU-level 

policies will not be coherent in the national context. 

 There were opposing views concerning environmental impacts of food production, especially 

agriculture. Stakeholders speaking on behalf of the agricultural sector and food industries 

were not as concerned as the organic sector. Though there was no consensus in this matter 

between the stakeholders. The common, uniting cause was to support and maintain 

environmentally sustainable agriculture and food production on a national level. 

 Overlapping with the economic driver of profitability, a stakeholder from the Farmers Union 

noted that without profit, individual farms cannot afford to be environmentally-friendly. Thus, 

increasing profitability should lead to more sustainable agriculture. 

 Regarding the biodiversity driver, one stakeholder emphasized the importance of pollinators 

and the impacts of loss of biodiversity (e.g. bees) on agriculture. 

 In the case of animal diseases or infections and viruses that would affect livestock, a 

vulnerability concerning preparedness for these plagues was proposed. As there are only a few 

abattoirs in Finland, a rapidly spreading malady could cripple the Finnish meat industry quickly. 

 

Social drivers 

 The driver “diminishing food skills” was redefined to include not only consumer-related skills, 

but also the vulnerability of national agriculture in the case of knowledge and more practical 

know-how being lost due to the decreasing number of farms and people living in rural areas. 

This is also a problem of continuity of agricultural way of life, as increasing numbers of 

successors and young farmers are leaving the rural areas and giving up their family farms. 

 Related to “diminishing food skills”, stakeholders were worried about the general knowledge 

about the food supply chain and food system. Citizens’ knowledge and understanding about 

the origin of food, the food system activities and all the actors and processes it includes was 

seen as inadequate. This is seen to hold true even on the level of policy-making. Consumers’ 

understanding of the concepts of e.g. organic and local production and various certificates 

currently in use were also believed to be in need of improvement. 

 Finnish agriculture relies heavily on both EU and national subsidies, which was seen as a social 

vulnerability for the farmers, as subsidized and often unprofitable or uncertain 

entrepreneurship can be mentally strenuous. 
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 Political consumer movements, such as the BDS movement15, were proposed as a driver. This 

led to redefining the driver consumer behaviour to include not only various diets, food trends 

and seasonal habits having an impact to the demand of various foods, but also the political 

movements and consumer awareness-related behaviour. The results of consumer behaviour 

thus vary from fluctuations in demand to malnutrition and diet-related diseases. 

 Social exclusion was seen as a cross-cutting issue spanning poverty, charitable food aid and 

consumer habits. In particular, the nutrition and dietary habits of socially excluded men, often 

with a history of unemployment, mental problems and/or substance abuse, were highlighted. 

 Multiculturalism was discussed briefly in regard to food frauds (i.e. pork ore horsemeat being 

served as something else), emergency preparedness and demand for culture-specific products 

in general – e.g. halal or kosher products. 

 

Economic drivers 

 As mentioned before, the heavily subsidized agriculture and uncertain profitability of the 

business were mentioned not only as an economic vulnerability, but also as a social 

vulnerability (psycho-social strain). 

 During the Spring of 2015, there was widespread media debate and turmoil concerning 

increasing food prices in Finland. At the beginning of this debate, the co-operative retail group 

S-group lowered consumer prices, sparking an outrage from the farmers who threatened to 

leave the S-group if the markdown was to be be taken from the producer price instead of the 

sales margin. This debate was present in some interviews, and can be seen as part of a larger 

vulnerability that derives from the questionable transparency within the food supply chain. 

This lack of transparency has had a negative effect on the co-operation between various levels 

of the food chain. It is important to know that two retail chains (S-group and Kesko-group) 

have an especially strong oligopoly on grocery markets in Finland. 

 The economic profitability driver was redefined to include consumer purchasing power, thus 

addressing the aforementioned situation of lowered consumer prices and the effect this has 

on producer price. This overlaps with the social driver poverty, but the distinction is that 

purchasing power is not necessarily based on individual household economics, but rather the 

national economic situation and atmosphere. 

 Global or supranational turmoil or crisis might have an unforeseen effect on market prices. 

This concerns both prices of basic foodstuffs and numerous resources necessary for food 

system actors to maintain FNS (e.g. natural gas, fertilizers etc.). According to various 

stakeholders, the Finnish maintenance and supply security sector is aware of this vulnerability 

and functions accordingly, though further details were declared as classified information - the 

key-persons are not allowed to reveal the strategic actors in the field of maintenance and 

emergency food supply in case of national or international crisis.  

                                                           
15 The Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions Movement (BDS Movement) is a global campaign against products 
from Israel.  
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 Economic profitability overlaps with environmental drivers, as profitable agriculture precedes 

environmentally sustainable agriculture. 

 

Political drivers 

 The rigid boundaries and definite distribution of responsibilities – whether between ministries 

or different actors of the food supply chain – was seen as a major vulnerability according to 

the interviewees, though not unanimously. This affects economic profitability and 

environmental sustainability policy-making alike. 

 Lack of influence regarding policy-making at national and EU-level was a key vulnerability both 

for individual actors (e.g. organic farming) and the national food supply as a whole. In 

particular, Finnish MEPs were described as lacking influence, , though this is also due to lack 

of national data – i.e. national statistics and research concerning agriculture and the food 

supply chain. 

 The lack of quantitative data and national research was seen as a vulnerability that affects 

policy-making on a national and international level. Without proper knowledge of the unique 

conditions and aspects of Finnish soil, the need for fertilizers, special weather conditions and 

Northern conditions for agriculture etc., Finnish decision- and policy-making is impaired and 

possibly incoherent. 

 Regulations and the legal control of food safety, though admittedly necessary, were seen as 

obstacles for more innovative and experimental activities. On-site control and monitoring 

were considered to be very effective within the food system. 

 

Technological drivers 

 GMOs were viewed, depending on the stakeholder, in a positive or negative manner. This 

coincides with the notion of an either-or attitude in Finland that both the media and 

Eurobarometer enquiries have highlighted. 

 The effect that plant breeding and genetic modification might have on those with food 

allergies was discussed briefly with two of the six interviewees. 

 In addition, the following drivers were suggested: 

o New innovations in information technology might help reduce food waste in retail, 

with more accurate data on sales and waste, though consumer habits play a major role 

in the process (i.e. consumers demand large variety of seasonal products all-year-

round, freshly baked bread up until closing time etc.). In addition, practices such as 

home delivery and online shopping with local pick-up points could mean more access 

to food for those living far from sites of supply. 

o Food waste might be used as biofuel in the future (biotechnology). 

o The water network was part of two vulnerability drivers. First, the age and condition 

of the network, especially pipelines, is a question that should be addressed soon. This 

is also interlinked with the general notion of “taking things for granted”, that several 
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stakeholders mentioned. Secondly, in a time of crisis or abnormality, the food supply 

chain is vulnerable if the water network is contaminated or shut down. Some 

companies have prepared for this with double lines running from different water 

companies (this also applies to electricity). 

o In the context of emergency preparedness, electricity and the power grid were seen 

as the most vulnerable aspect. Not only is electricity vital to common citizens and 

households, but also to the food supply chain (e.g. cold chain of foodstuffs) and 

modern agriculture, which involves the use of automation and numerous electric 

apparatuses. 

o Large storage and production units and increasingly automated agriculture are also 

vulnerable to cyber-attacks, though the risk and probability of an act of cyber-

terrorism was considered to be low. 

o At the moment, the national preparedness against food frauds is low. 

With the stakeholder input the table of vulnerability drivers was updated and modified to include new 

drivers and redefined, more precise vulnerability drivers were added, in line with the interview 

findings.  New drivers are shown in bold and redefined drivers in italics. 

Table 22. Finish vulnerability drivers with input from stakeholders 

Ecological Social Economic Political Technological 

Climate change: 
global warming 
(crop variety) and 
extreme weather 
events 
(preparedness) 

Poverty Subsidies Locally unfit EU-
policies (due to 
lack of national 
data and 
statistics) 

GM 

Food waste Food aid International 
actors, 
agreements 
and embargos 

Agricultural policy Nano- and 
biotechnology, 
information 
technology 

GM Ageing 
population 

Economic 
profitability 
and consumer 
purchasing 
power 

Maintenance and 
supply security 

Electricity and 
water supply 
networks: 
condition, 
safety/control and 
emergency 
preparedness 

Biodiversity and 
pollinators 

Consumer 
behaviour, 
awareness and 
political 
movements 

Food waste Social policy Cyber-attacks and 
preparedness for 
cyberterrorism 

Strain in the water 
system 

Diminishing 
skills, 
knowledge and 
interest in food, 

Lack of 
transparency 
within the 

Regulation, legal 
control of food 
safety 

 Lack of statistics 
and data 
concerning the 
Finnish food 
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nutrition and 
food production 

food supply 
chain 

system and local 
climate, soil etc. 

Organic and local 
production 

Psychosocial 
strain of 
subsidy-based 
agriculture 

 Lack of influence 
and political 
will/leverage 

 

Excess water and 
drainage (in 
agriculture) 

Social exclusion  Rigid boundaries 
within and 
between the food 
system and 
administration 

 

Sustainable 
agriculture 

    

Animal diseases     

 

 

2.5.1.2 Vulnerable groups 

The Finnish media analysis led to the identification of five vulnerable groups: 

 The poor 

 Migrants 

 Elderly people 

 School children 

 Small-scale farmers 

The stakeholders agreed with the inclusion of most of these groups, though the elderly and school 

children were usually discussed together as “those eating in facilities” and the grouping of small-scale 

farmers was quickly expanded to include all farmers. 

Suggestions for vulnerable groups 

 Farmers: Questionable profitability and uncertain prospects for the future affect farmers 

both financially and mentally. In addition, if those who were brought up in rural areas do not 

inherit the farm or decide to shut down or move away (for whatever reasons), knowledge 

and know-how is at stake. City-dwellers are increasingly interested in urban agriculture and 

co-operatives, but some interviewees were still worried about the preservation of both a 

lively and widely inhabited rural Finland and the skills and knowledge of Finnish agriculture in 

general. 

 Those with intersectional vulnerabilities: A rather specific group, but vulnerable none the 

less, are those with multiple, intersectional vulnerabilities affecting their food security. One 

example is poor citizens with special diets or food allergies. This is crucial in times where the 

variety of foodstuffs is limited (supply disturbances, logistical problems etc.). 

 Those living far from sources of supply or in food deserts: Though the term “food desert” was 

not used, there is a growing concern for those who live in (rural) areas where nutritious and 
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affordable food is either non-existent or at a notable distance. This group could overlap with 

those with little or no mobility, whether because of illness, age or access to transportation. 

 Socially excluded or marginalized citizens: often poor, but the cross-cutting issue of social 

exclusion is also a relevant issue e.g. among solitary citizens with unhealthy dietary habits. 

 

Comments on vulnerable groups identified 

 Momentarily or temporarily poor vs. permanently poor: This distinction was made whilst 

discussing students as a vulnerable group. Comparing students to theelderly with small 

pensions, it should be noted that a student’s economic situation is likely to change, compared 

to the situation of an elderly person with a small pension or someone on disability pension. 

 In the (social) media, migrants and members of ethnic minorities are often slandered as 

abusers of food aid (not really in need of it), but this was considered a fallacy. 

2.5.1.3 Narratives 

In the analysis of Finnish stakeholder interviews we found one additional interpretational frame 

compared to the earlier media analysis: “Governance & Policy”. The main message here is that Finland 

does not have any comprehensive food policy, but the food system actors tend to observe the system 

and its activities from their very specific point of view defined by the position in the system. This, again, 

produces silo-thinking and inability to see the wholeness of the food system, the main goal of which is 

FNS. As a result there are some policy mismatches and tensions between administrative sectors mainly 

coursed by rigid boundaries in division of administration of different food system actors.   

 

Governance & Policy 

- Most stakeholders – either explicitly or implicitly – agreed that Finland does not have a comprehensive 

food policy and existing policies address only particular aspects of FNS 

FRAMES KEY CONCEPTS 
Governance & Policy Silo-thinking, policy mismatches, tensions 

between CAP and national policies in 
implementation 

Social poverty, hunger, food aid, food banks, breadlines, 
exclusion, “new helplessness” 

Global & National Markets price competition, market fluctuation & instability, 
distrust, profitability 

Ecological climate change, eutrophication of water systems, 
gmo, food waste 

Self-sufficiency & 
Emergency Preparedness 

globalizing food markets, price competition, weak 
profitability in agriculture 

Nutrition consumer behaviour, eating habits, changing 
diets, life pattern related diseases, price of healthy 
food 

Technological organics, gmo, biotechnology, plant breeding, 
energy efficiency, renewable energy 
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- There is a lack of cooperation between actors, whether due to rigid boundaries in governance 

(fragmented nature of food system) or conflicting interests 

- Distribution of responsibilities and power in the food system was a recurring topic, and responses 

varied depending on the stakeholder’s position within the food supply chain. For example, The Finnish 

Food and Drink Industries’ Federation underlined the superior power of prevailing duopoly in the retail 

sector on the one hand and the power of veterinary science on the questions of food safety and 

hygiene on the other. Kesko, again, referred to consumer responsibility. 

- Working within the frame set by EU-level policies, especially CAP: Some stakeholders (Central Union 

of Agricultural Producers and Forest Owners being the most vocal) expressed concerns regarding 

Finnish MPs and MEPs as well as civil servants involved in decision-making and the implementation of 

FNS-related policies. According to them the problem is not the lack of political power per se, but the 

Finnish actors’ inability to manoeuvre within their sphere of influence. 

- Some stakeholders emphasized the power of lobbying and the influence of different interest groups 

(e.g. the Organic Association and the Central Union of Agricultural Producers and Forest Owners) over 

politicians and decision-makers. 

- Most stakeholders mentioned that national actors always work within a global frame and the 

limitations set by a plethora of transnational actors and agreements (e.g. embargoes, trade deals, EU-

level policies etc.) 

- The stakeholder from the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland pointed out that as a result of 

increasing income differentials and the state's insufficient social policy, measures to fight against 

poverty, food poverty and hunger have become normalized phenomena in Finland. Food poverty 

(interpreted as a social policy issue) was not connected to FNS or food system activities. 

 

Social 

- A cross-cutting social issue in the interviews was the question of diminishing food skills and the so 

called “new helplessness” (in this context: consumers’ inability to prepare proper meals by utilizing 

basic raw materials) 

- However, while the Organic Association thought consumers were increasingly aware of the ethical 

and ecological aspects of consuming food, some stakeholders criticized the average consumer for not 

appreciating the farming population and food in general (Central Union of Agricultural Producers and 

Forest Owners) and for irrational and irresponsible consuming habits related to consumer sovereignty 

(consumer responsibility) (Kesko) 

- Different cultures as well as the nuances and obstacles brought forth with multiculturalism were 

mentioned when discussing consumers and availability of kosher or halal products (connected to rapid 

immigration as a new phenomenon in Finland) 
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- Evangelical Lutheran Church addressed food aid as a “temporary survival package” not as a 

permanent solution for food poverty. In addition to feeding the poor, food aid distributors try to beat 

the obstacles in access to food (long distances to grocery stores in remote rural areas, where lots of 

elderly people live)  

- The regional differences as well as differences between residential areas, income levels and cultures 

were emphasized whilst discussing food poverty 

 

Global markets / national markets 

- Interviewees from the Central Union of Agricultural Producers and Forest Owners and Kesko claimed 

that the food market is essentially based on the principle of supply & demand. Hence, consumers 

dictate what is produced and supplied and by what means this happens (consumer responsibility) 

- Distribution of power and, consequently, of revenues within the food supply chain was a contested 

topic; while some claimed that in the end the consumers hold the power, some pointed out the heavily 

centralized retail sector in Finland (duopoly i.e. two retail chains hdominating about 80% of grocery 

market) 

- The Finnish emergency preparedness system is organized to work as a "buffer" in the case of heavy 

market fluctuations during different kind of crises (political, ecological, economic etc.). This relates to 

both food and energy. Dependency on imported energy was recognized as a problem 

- The stakeholder from the Organic Association regarded supranational trade agreements such as TTIP 

as potential threats to national markets and consumers' rights 

- Consumers' diminishing purchasing power is recognized throughout the interviews 

 

Ecological 

- Climate change is acknowledged throughout the interviews. Means to prepare the food system for 

changing future conditions are present, but presented through silo-thinking without seeing the 

wholeness of the system. Yet, some of the stakeholders suggest that climate impacts are not really 

topical issues at the moment 

- In addition to negative impacts/threats of climate change, positive impacts (e.g. longer growing 

season, adaptation of new crops, increasing yields) were underlined. The specificity of Nordic 

conditions for agriculture were emphasized 

- The purity, quality and amount of Finnish groundwater as well as fresh water resources were seen as 

vital assets of national food production 

- Utilization of food waste, either as biofuel or food aid, is encouraged (as discussed in three of the 

interviews). 
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- Profitable agriculture always precedes sustainable agriculture: "One cannot think of 

environmentalism – let alone invest in sustainable means of production – without steady profits" 

-The Organic Association underlines ecological sustainability strongly by noting biodiversity losses and 

degeneration of soil because of industrial food production. 

 

Self-sufficiency / Emergency preparedness  

- Local natural scientific data from Nordic nature and soil is essential to national FNS. Need for 

additional resources in R&D in natural and agricultural sciences. 

- The mental strain of farmers working in heavily subsidized agriculture (in the context of self-

sufficiency), but also the whole function and "point" of national agriculture in its present form (in the 

context of emergency preparedness). The current level of self-sufficiency and amount of domestic 

supply of foodstuff were contested in the interviews. 

- Ensuring the distribution of meals in public catering (e.g. schools, day care centers, hospitals, care 

homes), preparedness for interruptions in water and power distribution, maintaining cold chains and 

delivery of safe water as well as availability of raw materials in times of crisis 

- The food supply chain is not yet fully understood as a possible target of (cyber)terrorism 

- Political and economic tensions as potential threats for emergency preparedness: Embargos, 

export/import duties, sanctions, political and economic actions in the European Union or even global 

framework with limited national independence in decision making. 

 

Nutrition 

- Consumers are widely held responsible for their own dietary habits. 

- In times of crisis, National Emergency Supply Agency takes responsibility for adequate nutrition of the 

Finnish population on a national level 

- Nutrition of those dependent on charity food aid is problematic and cannot be taken guaranteed if 

the recipient has special dietary needs (e.g. allergies, lactose intolerance, celiac disease, diabetes). 

- Growing demand for special diets (medical and cultural reasons as well as food trends) and new 

dietary challenges due to ageing population 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

82 

Technological 

- Central Union of Agricultural Producers and Forest Owners emphasized the need to adapt to climate 

change in relation to breeding. The Organic Association, albeit seeing the necessity of breeding, also 

has doubts about it and especially GMO for fear of negative ecological or health impacts. 

- The National Emergency Supply Agency underlined cyber security, efficient and reliable cold chains, 

safe warehouses and logistics.  

-The Finnish Food and Drink Industries’ Federation addressed the future possibilities connected to 

automatization of food processing. 

-Kesko was interested in the development on information technology and its possible benefits in 

preventing food waste and promoting on-line shopping. Also food waste as bioenergy, in vitro meat, 

cloning, commercial future possibilities of GMO, plant breeding and 3D printed food were mentioned 

as interesting options. 

 

2.5.2 Assessment of vulnerabilities 

 

As the concept of food security was not entirely clear to all stakeholders, the latter parts of the 

interviews were fairly cursory by nature. Actually, some of the interviewees also suggested replacing 

the concept of food security with another concept, like emergency food supply, that would be more 

suitable for the Finnish context. In addition, it also emerged unanimously that the interviewed key 

persons did not see any immediate threats for Finnish FNS. Even the impacts of climate change and 

global warming were thought to be so far away in future that they were really not worth discussing. It 

was accepted that geopolitical location as a neighbouring country to Russia may be challenging during 

some unexpected times of political crisis, but at the same time it was insinuated that as a country 

Finland is used to take care of foreign and trade relations with Russia. To conclude: Finland, according 

to the interviewees, is and will be a food secure country in the future and there are no big concerns to 

worry about. 

 

2.5.2.1 Current modes of assessing vulnerabilities (and related institutions) 

A constant theme in all the interviews was preparedness: farmers’ preparedness in case of extreme 

weather, households’ preparedness in case of electrical shortage, national preparedness in case of 

crisis and turmoil etc. Thus, throughout the interviews, access to statistics – whether of food aid, 

consumer behaviour and sales or the very special kind of Nordic mixture of Finnish soil – was seen as 

an important tool for FNS assessment. Appropriate and prompt data form the basis for accurate 

forecasting and preparedness for all actors in food system. However, even if the shortage of accurate 

and prompt official statistics was mentioned, the Finnish emergency preparedness was widely 

considered adequate. Also safety regulations and legal control accompanied by on-site control 

throughout the food supply chain is believed to ensure food safety. 
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A few interviewees noted that the National Emergency Supply Agency (NESA, one of the stakeholders 

interviewed) would be more capable of assessing current vulnerabilities. In addition, some institutions 

and interviewees had direct connections to the agency. NESA, alongside the sectors and pools of the 

National Emergency Supply Organization (NESO) is “tasked with integrating the objectives and 

interests of both society and the business community.”16 In Finland the model of emergency supply is 

based on co-operation between the public and private sector. Security of supply is ensured through 

several methods including emergency stockpiling (reserve stocks, obligatory stocks and state-owned 

stocks) and business continuity management (voluntary preparedness measures and planning).17 

A 2009 report titled "Assessment of Security Stockpiling Supporting Food supply" (Elintarvikehuoltoa 

tukevan varmuusvarastoinnin arviointi, NESA 2009, http://www.huoltovarmuus.fi/static/pdf/209.pdf) does address 

food supply vulnerabilities and risk factors (chapter 5, pp. 30–33) from primary production and 

processing to logistics and distribution. The report concludes with a chapter entitled "Proposals for 

actions", which includes suggestions such as:  

 Improving co-operation between administration, farmers and the whole food supply chain to 

advance data and information transference 

 Continued effort to produce market and production information for both farmers and food 

supply chain actors 

These themes were still present in the stakeholder interviews – six years after the report by NESA. 

Apart from NESA and public emergency preparedness in general, the interviewees did not express 

views regarding any institutions that should clearly take the responsibility of the FNS in Finland. Even 

if they recognized that the Finnish food system is very strongly fragmented and co-operation was often 

weak, they were happy with the situation and believed that the present way to operate will be 

adequate to guarantee food security also in future. All of the interviewees were convinced that the 

capacity and mode of activities in their own institutions were reasonable and in accordance with 

maintaining FNS.  

 

2.5.2.2 Potential indicators to assess vulnerabilities (and related institutions) 

The lack of data and, in some instances, the access to the most recent data – mainly in the case of 

consumer behaviour and sales, and especially the sales statistics of two dominant retail chains – was 

a concern for most stakeholders. Though not stated as indicators, the presently suspended consumer 

statistics gathered by the global information and measurement company Nielsen Holdings N.V. 

(http://www.nielsen.com/fi/fi.html) was mentioned as a source of information regarding food 

security. For example, the food processing industry wished to have more accurate figures concerning 

sales of food imports. The food processing industry in Finland is using mainly domestic raw materials 

                                                           
16 http://www.nesa.fi/security-of-supply/overview/ 
17 http://www.nesa.fi/security-of-supply/methodology-and-tools/ 

http://www.huoltovarmuus.fi/static/pdf/209.pdf
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and given that imports are often cheaper, they need exact figures to forecast market developments 

and procurement. 

Remarkably, the interviewee from the retail sector assessed the share of domestic agricultural 

products on the market to be much lower than the interviewee from the processing industry. It seems 

to be clear that there are intentional or/and unintentional information gaps between food system 

actors. However, it is difficult to estimate if these gaps really create any threat for FNS in Finland. 

Moreover, when directly asked, the stakeholders could not offer any potential indicators for assessing 

Finnish FSN vulnerabilities. It probably indicates that they simply do not see any need for specific 

indicators in such a food secure country as Finland. 

 

2.5.2.3 Benefits and limitations to assess vulnerabilities in each country 

The need for local data was consistent across the interviews, as wasthe notion of the concept food 

security not being widely used in Finland. Thus there is a need to establish a common understanding 

of the concept among the agents in food system and related administration in addition to promoting 

research and ensuring access to appropriate datasets. 

Some stakeholders described the national atmosphere as “having our bellies full”, raising the question 

of whether the assessment of FNS vulnerabilities would seem necessary in such a state of confidence. 

This kind of almost arrogant self-confidence concerning the ability and capability to maintain FNS in 

Finland may be, after all, the most dangerous threat to food security in Finland. 

2.5.3 Conclusions 

In summary, the stakeholders agreed with the main vulnerabilities presented in the national media 

analysis, though some vulnerabilities (organic & local farming, food aid) were seen as “hot topics” and 

therefore overrepresented in the media. Most interviewees also duly noted that the media represents 

a rather narrow and simplistic view of food supply and the food supply chain in Finland.  

The main disagreements spurred from the extent and benefits of organic and local agriculture, the 

question of the current retail sector oligopoly and the level of self-sufficiency in the Finnish food 

supply. The two former disagreements were most probably due to the stakeholders’ personal and 

institutional affiliations and interests, but the latter disagreement might stem from a wider problem 

of information gaps between the food system actors. This may or may not pose a threat for FNS – it is 

impossible to conclude with such a small sampling. Rigid boundaries and lack of dialogue between 

various organisations were indeed suggested as a potential vulnerability. 

The concept of food security was poorly understood, which presented major problems in the latter 

parts of the interviews. Without proper understanding of the complexity of FNS (as opposed to . only 

food safety, as was the case in many interviews) it is nigh impossible to address FNS vulnerabilities and 

indicators thoroughly. In addition, the prevailing view expressed that Finland is food secure by default 

poses a question as to whether this self-confidence is, in and of itself, a threat to national FNS. 

The fragmented food supply chain in Finland was apparent in the assessment of vulnerabilities, as the 

interviewees addressed these from the sphere of their specific positions and institutions. However, it 
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should be noted that preparedness for a variety of vulnerabilities was apparent in all of the interviews 

– ranging from national emergency preparedness to issues of resilience. Still, most stakeholders 

approached the national context from a narrow, field-specific viewpoint, thus failing to address FNS in 

all its multidimensionality. 

Most interviewees agreed that there is a growing need for national data – whether concerning 

agriculture, dietary and consumption habits or public purchasing power. Lack of coherent and up-to-

date national data might have a crippling effect on local and EU-level decision-making that addresses 

Finnish agriculture, processing, distribution and consumption. 

 

3 CONCLUSIONS: ASSESSMENT OF FNS VULNERABILITIES IN EUROPE  
 

These conclusions revolve around the results of the national surveys on assessment of FNS 

vulnerabilities since the results on vulnerability drivers, groups and narratives have already been 

integrated in the WP2 Comparative report.  

By and large, the five national teams faced difficulties in finding comprehensive vulnerability 

assessments of FNS at the national level. Some experts point out that this is due to methodological 

and coordination issues among different institutions. In some cases, for example in the UK, there has 

been an enormous amount of work by CSOs, the government, academics and the private sector to 

collect data around different aspects related to FNS. As the Belgium team states, there is a large 

amount of reliable data available but existing studies each focus on one specific aspect of vulnerability. 

However, in other countries the availability of data is much less, and sometimes data is not publicly 

accessible or shared - such as the analysis developed by private stakeholders. The Finnish interviewees 

mentioned a shortage of accurate and prompt official statistics. The Latvian team also reported the 

limitations of existing sources – such as an inadequate level of data generalization, lack of more 

detailed and explanatory links between the data – as well as the use of outdated material. In the UK 

some respondents cast doubts in the quality of data and the bias of some reports. 

The respondents proposed some key indicators, which relied on their expertise and therefore do not 

constitute a comprehensive list of elements. In fact, in some cases normative views about what is a 

resilient food system emerged rather than proposals to measure certain aspects or dynamics within 

the food system. Many respondents called for better data on micro-food security -including aspects 

related to poverty, culture, consumption and purchases- but trying to understand households’ 

behaviours in context, unpacking causality patterns. Other respondents highlighted the importance of 

macro-food security aspects, stressing a flow or systems perspective that take into account 

interdependencies or as another interviewee expressed it “system indicators” . There were proposals 

for relatively new indicators such as the “health of labour” (UK), self-awareness of consumption 

behaviour (Italy), preparedness (Finland), taste and current/potential technologies(Belgium). There 

were also other indicators mentioned that tackle aspects of agriculture, technology, social justice, 

environment or food safety. There are some existing indicators that were highlighted as particularly 
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useful such as the Sustainability Assessment of Food and Agriculture systems (SAFA) developed by FAO 

http://www.fao.org/nr/sustainability/sustainability-assessments-safa/en/ and Healthy Eating Index 

(HEI) developed by USDA http://www.cnpp.usda.gov/healthyeatingindex.  

According to the stakeholder survey results, vulnerability assessments should have a generic base that 

could be used in different countries to allow comparisons. In fact, establishing the ‘boundaries’ of this 

assessment is a key step that will condition the whole exercise. Some respondents were particularly 

keen to develop a European assessment rather than national ones.  

In most countries public institutions were considered as being responsible for developing vulnerability 

assessments, in coordination with other national and international players. In the UK respondents 

reckon the government should be involved - however many cast doubts about its impartiality. Clearly, 

this type of assessment would need input from different types of stakeholders and expertise to act in 

a co-ordinated way. The stakeholders involved will condition the buy-in of the results from different 

interest groups.  

One of the main limitations in developing a comprehensive FNS vulnerability assessment is linked to 

the complex character of FNS issues. This complexity first of all requires knowledge on food systems 

and food security that is not necessarily shared between relevant public institutions, CSOs and the 

private sector. For example, in the case of Latvia, food security is relatively a new concept in the public 

debate. This leads to experts experiencing difficulties in positioning their specific sets of knowledge, 

professional roles and duties in relation to FNS. This complexity also has consequences in terms of 

political responsibility over ensuring FNS, which tends to rest in different sectors and therefore it is not 

clearly attributed to any of the governing institutions. Furthermore, the different levels of governance 

complicate the development of an assessment approach that captures the different FNS links. The 

Finnish results also illustrate how the national perception of a low risk of food and nutrition insecurity 

conditions the experts’ views on vulnerability assessment exercises. Other limitations related to this 

complexity include the enormous cost that a comprehensive vulnerability assessment constitutes as 

well as the difficulties in developing an assessment that will be adopted/respected by different 

narratives. This complexity might also compromise its usefulness as a communication tool. 

The benefits of a vulnerability assessment are mainly the capacity to guide policy-making at national 

and European levels, to develop a comprehensive account of the food system, to increase co-

ordination among public institutions and private actors, to integrate different narratives and to 

constitute a powerful communication tool.  

In the light of these results we outline the following policy recommendations: 

 Establish linkages between different administrative departments and institutions that can 

impact on FNS outcomes. For example, agricultural policy and social policy impact on national 

FNS. 

 Develop knowledge and skills around FNS and vulnerability assessment that allow collecting 

appropriate data but also establish relevant linkages to decrease the vulnerability of the 

national/European food system. 

http://www.fao.org/nr/sustainability/sustainability-assessments-safa/en/
http://www.cnpp.usda.gov/healthyeatingindex
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 Develop robust and credible measures, incorporating diverse methods and consider different 

perceptions on FNS and vulnerability. 

 Collect data at different scales and relate national data to the European context. 

 Promote data sharing (qualitative and quantitative) by different stakeholders (e.g. CSO, 

retailers, etc.)  
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