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1 INTRODUCTION - FOOD PRODUCTION, CONSUMPTION AND ASSISTANCE IN EUROPE
The TRANSMANGO project focuses on the vulnerability and resilience of European food systems in a context of socioeconomic, behavioral, technological, institutional and agro-ecological change and aims to enhance understanding of the
new challenges and opportunities that the food sector will face in the future. Its starting point is perception and
understanding of Food and Nutrition Security (FNS) in Europe. The public and media awareness of the constituent
components of FNS is disputable, but a comprehensive picture of both the fundamentals of food and farming and the
social boundaries of food insecurity and vulnerability could ground further analysis.
The introductory chapter aims at providing the context based on EU statistics and sectoral reports, gives an overall
introduction of dimensions that characterize the European food and nutrition system. It includes a summary of the
structure, ownership patterns and modes of food production and consumption. It also reviews the governance of value
chains, the main forms of food retailing, levels of export dependency, and distribution of value added, integrating these
with indications of socioeconomic conditions and food assistance figures.

1. 1 F o o d i n t h e E U: s o u r c es , ch an n e ls a n d d e st in i e s
In this section of the report, we start by describing the key features and issues of the food system at EU level, taking into
account the various articulations in the food value chains.
The food supply chain has a complex structure and varies according to a number of elements such as its rationale, location,
market characteristics. It can anyway be summarized in key steps, associated with various areas of impacts according to the
efficiency of the system. The most basic structure is composed by the agricultural production, primary and secondary
processing, retailing and consumption, other collateral and complementary stages are input provision (seeds, energy,
agrochemicals, agricultural machinery, animal feed, etc.), packaging, transport and distribution, catering services, waste
management and disposal.
The boundaries of the system, the product complexity or the supply chain variability determine the related impacts and
performance.

The output value of the EU-28’s agricultural industry at producer prices was an estimated 408.8 billion€ in 2013 and its
income was valued at 128.7 billion€. 60.9% of the value of the agricultural output was spent on intermediate consumption
(input goods and services: raw and auxiliary materials used for crop an animal production; veterinary services; repairs
and maintenance; other services). France was the largest agricultural producer in the EU-28 (73.6 billion€, 18.0 % of the
EU-28 total), followed by Germany (13.0 %), Italy (12.2 %) and Spain (10.7 %); the Netherlands also accounted for quite
a high share of the EU-28’s agricultural output (6.7 %). The main agricultural products were milk (14.1 %) and cereals
1
(13.0 %); pig and cattle accounted for relatively large shares (9.4 % and 7.9 %) .
Europe has ca. 12 million farmers, out of which 70% own less than 5 hectares (the average EU farm size is about 15
2
3
hectares) . Of the total number of holdings in 2010 94,8% was represented by farms with only family workers European
agriculture is also characterised by seasonal labour peaks, particularly in Mediterranean regions, with high numbers of
workers hired for relatively short periods of time. EU-28 agricultural labour input was estimated at 10.1 million annual
work units (AWUs) in 2013. Among the EU Member States (MS), the highest levels of agricultural labour input were
recorded for Poland (2.1 million AWUs), Romania (1.6 million AWUs) and Italy (1.1 million AWUs). Between 2005 and
4
2013 there was a reduction of almost one fifth (21.8 %) in agricultural labour input in the EU-28 , mostly due to income
inadequacy.
Livestock farming in the EU is, to a large extent, structurally industrialized, favouring the concentration of farms and
dependence on external sources of energy and feed. The EU committed to a structural deficit in plant protein, limiting oil
and protein crops such as soya, rape and sunflower production and giving up self-sufficiency in European vegetable
protein production.

1 Source Eurostat: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Agricultural_accounts_and_prices
2
Marcela Villareal (March 18 2014) International Year of Family Farming and the EU’s Contribution, FAO-EU Parliament
3

Source: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Agriculture_statistics_-_family_farming_in_the_EU
4 Source Eurostat: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Agricultural_accounts_and_prices
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Import-export dynamics
The rate of self-sufficiency
sufficiency varies according to the commodities as can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1: EU’s degree of self-sufficiency
sufficiency for key agricultural commodities
commoditie
5

Commodity

Self--sufficiency rate (2010/11)

Total cereals (excluding rice)

101.1

Rice

77.5 (2009/10)

White sugar

86.6

Rape oil/cake

86/89

Sunflower oil/cake

78/63

Soya oil/cake

7/3

Pork

109.3 (2010)

Beef/veal

96.2 (2009)

Poultry meat

103.3 (2010)

Eggs

102.2 (2010)

Source: European Union, Directorate-General
General for Agriculture and Rural Development (March 2012) AGRICULTURE IN
THE EUROPEAN UNION STATISTICAL AND ECONOMIC INFORMATION 2011

Europe is the world’s leading trader in agri-food
agri
products; combined EU imports and exports amounted to 222 billion€
billion in
6
2013. The fastest-growing
growing exports markets for the EU were China and Saudi-Arabia
Saudi
.

Figure 1: EU AGRI-FOOD TRADE
(http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/trade
trade.pdf, LAST CONSULTATION
Source: (http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/trade-analysis/statistics/graphs/eu-agrifood-trade.pdf,
05.07.2015).

5 Values above 100 mean surplus
6 European Commission, 2014, Agricultural trade in 2013: EU gains in commodity exports; MAP 2014-1
2014 1
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Export has been recently affected by a ban in 2014 by the Russian Federation on agricultural products and foodstuffs,
representing 4.2% of all EU agri-food exports. Some sectors and Member States are more heavily affected (i.e. 29% of
7
EU fruits and vegetables exports, 33% of cheese, 28% butter) . Figure 2 below, gives a visual idea of its impact.

Figure 2: Export of agricultural products
Source: European Commission, 2014, Agricultural trade in 2013: EU gains in commodity exports; MAP 2014-1

Further links in the chain
The food industry, despite being quite fragmented, is Europe’s largest in terms of turnover and employment, providing
4.24 million jobs directly in 286,000 companies, with a turnover of 1,048 billion€ and value added of 206 billion€. Small
8
and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) contribute with 51.6% of the turnover and 64.3% of employment in the sector . The
9
sector processes more than 70% of EU agricultural raw material .
The commercial landscape has significantly changed in the last two decades for a majority of consumers in the EU with
the strong development of modern grocery retailers, which accounted for 54% of the total edible grocery sales in the EU
in 2012. The clear trend towards greater concentration of retailers in the edible grocery market has been observed in
virtually all Member States, evidenced by new shop openings and increased floor space and responding to consumers’
prevalent priority to seek lower prices. Discount stores have experienced the strongest growth in the number of outlets
and floor space, increasing their sales areas by 81% between 2000 and 2011 across the EU, whereas the total sales
areas of hypermarkets increased by 46% and that of supermarkets (still the leading category of retailer) by 26% between
10
2000 and 2011 . The last few years, however, which was characterized by the economic crisis in a number of EU
countries witnessed a reduction in sales areas for many retailers.
The share of modern retail grocery sales as a proportion of the total edible grocery market in 2000 and 2011 is illustrated
in figure 3.

7 INFORMATION NOTE ON THE RUSSIAN BAN ON AGRI-FOOD PRODUCTS FROM THE EU:
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/russian-import-ban/pdf/info-note-03-09_en.pdf
8 http://www.fooddrinkeurope.eu/uploads/publications_documents/FoodDrinkEurope_Annual_Report_2013.pdf
9 http://www.fooddrinkeurope.eu/uploads/publications_documents/Feeding_the_Debate_FoodDrinkEurope_EP_Priorities.pdf
10 Cambridge Econometrics Ltd. and Arcadia International (September 2014) The economic impact of modern retail on choice and
innovation in the EU food sector Final report ; European Commission
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Figure 3: Share of modern retail grocery sales
Source: Cambridge Econometrics Ltd. and Arcadia International (September 2014) The economic impact of modern retail on choice and
innovation in the EU food sector Final report; European Commission

The retail landscape has also evolved with the growth of specific product categories (fresh products, organic food,
gluten-free products, etc.), due to changes in household composition, the trend towards an ageing population, the
growing interest in health issues and increased environmental awareness. Private label products have similarly
increased across most product categories in Europe. Retail ‘own-brands' generally represent lower cost alternatives to
major national and international brands and they can exceed 40% market share in countries such as Switzerland and the
UK, compared with an 18% average in the US.
Given the increasing tendency to consume meals outside the home the catering industry is becoming an emerging actor
in the European food system and the Horeca (Hotels, Restaurants and Catering) sector is an important element of the
EU economy representing around 8% of enterprises, 7% of its workforce and 3% of the value added. The sector shows
an overwhelming presence of SMEs, as more than 90% of all enterprises have less than 10 employees. It is important to
11
note that the Horeca sector has grown considerably in recent years . Contract catering is similarly increasing in
importance, delivering approximately 6 billion meals each year to companies, public authorities, kindergartens, schools,
12
hospitals and prisons .

Governance
The EU has a well-developed regulative framework and controlling mechanisms for food production and distribution
(including food safety regulations, labelling, consumers’ rights protection, and custom inspections), which were reinforced
subsequent to a number of food scares and scandals that occurred over the last 20 years. The European Food Safety
Authority (EFSA) was set up in 2002 following a series of food scandals in the late 1990s to provide scientific advice and
communication on risks associated with food chains.
The European Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is probably the most famous of all agricultural policies. Introduced in
the 1960s to guarantee the continent’s food security, it incorporated instruments to govern agricultural markets. From the
start, the CAP sought to obtain two complementary results: to contain the prices of foodstuffs and to guarantee
reasonable incomes for farmers. Within half a century these policies had transformed the soon-to-come European Union
into the principal agro-food power on the planet through the investment of important amounts of taxpayers’ money. The
2003 CAP reform introduced a new system of direct payments, known as the single payment scheme whose goal was to
ensure a safety net for farmers in the form of basic income support, decoupled from production. To maximise their
profits, farmers were encouraged to respond to market signals and to fulfil environmental, animal welfare and food safety
standards. Subsidies on products in the EU-28 were valued at 20.0 billion€ in 2005, which had fallen to 3.8 billion€ by
13
2013. By contrast, other subsidies on production increased from 29.7 billion€ in 2005 to 51.7 billion€ by 2013 . The
European Union used to be the largest provider of subsidies for exports, now substantially reduced, yet not eliminated.

11 European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (2012) Representativeness of the European social
partner organisations: the Hotel, restaurant and catering (Horeca) sector
12 Cfr.: http://www.foodserviceeurope.org/en/european-industry-overview
13 Source Eurostat: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Agricultural_accounts_and_prices
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Various concerns surround the rigor and enforcement of regulations and standards, a perceived bias towards industry
and vulnerability to abuses and frauds in the agribusiness sector. Yet the EU food system is commonly considered
among the safest in the world, ensuring a comparatively high quality, safety, transparency and traceability.
Regulations also include rules and promotion for quality schemes (Organic agriculture, Protected Designation of Origin,
Protected Geographical Indication, and Traditional Speciality Guaranteed) and some derogations for traditional foods
and recipes.
Food issues are also addressed at national, regional and municipality level, and integrated in welfare, health and also
education policies, such as public procurement of food, territory planning, local regulations, food assistance, Rural
Development Programs implementation, educational activities in schools (milk or fruit and vegetables programs) or bans
on GMOs.
Small-scale actors have little influence on policies and conventional food system governance, but they frequently
successfully operate in various niches. This is due – among other factors –to civil society and grassroots organisations
promoting alternatives to food production and consumption, and educating the public on environmental, social and health
consequences of conventional farming and distribution practices.

1. 2 Co n su mp t io n : e x p en d it u r es an d p a t t e rn s
Mean consumption expenditure in Europe by household and per adult equivalent in 2010 was estimated at 25,010€, with
great variations among EU countries, ranging from 55,185€ in Luxembourg (or – less extremely – 39,989€ in Denmark)
14
to 4,659 in Bulgaria . The EU-28 mean consumption expenditure for food and non-alcoholic beverages was set at
15
3,873€ in 2010, equal to 15.5%, complemented by 569€ spent on alcoholic beverages, tobacco and narcotics .
Households in southern and eastern Member States generally spend a higher proportion of their income on food and
non-alcoholic beverages.
Price levels for food, beverages and tobacco vary considerably across the EU Member States. In 2012, the prices for
food and non-alcoholic beverages in Denmark were 143% of the EU average, while in Poland they were 61%. Table 2
shows the price level index for four groups of goods and services in 2013.
Food consumption away from home has risen steadily as a share of household food expenditure over the last decades
and accounts for 32% of food expenditures on average in the EU. Italy ranks third among EU Member States after Spain
16
and UK, with a household expenditure of 1,200€/year, equal to 73 billion€ and 35% of the overall food budget . For the
sake of comparison, household food consumption away from home as a share of household food expenditure in the US
17
reached 43.1% in 2012 .
In 2011 the average daily calorie supply per capita in the EU was 3,416 (ranging from 2,661 in Cyprus to 3,793 in
Belgium), of which 993 derived from animal products (with a minimum of 664 in Bulgaria and a peak of 1,281 in
18
Finland) . Diet composition varies largely among and within Member States, responding to social, economic, cultural
and ethnic circumstances. Perception of health risks and public campaigns also contribute, as shown by trends in the
consumption of livestock products, which was stable or declining in the last 10 years in EU-15 Member States while
increasing in most, but not all of the new Member States.
Despite major efforts in public health campaigns, weight problems and obesity are increasing at an alarming rate: since
the beginning of the century, the proportion of the population that is overweight has increased considerably in most
Member States, resulting in more than half the EU population being overweight or obese. According to Eurostat, among
the 19 Member States for which data are available, the proportion of overweight and obese people in the adult population
varied in 2008/09 between 36.9 % and 56.7 % for women and between 51 % and 69.3 % for men. The share of
overweight and obese persons tends to fall with the level of education: for women, the pattern is very clear and the
19
proportion of women who are obese or overweight falls sharply as the level of education rises .

14 Source Eurostat (last update: 13-03-2015): http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=hbs_exp_t111&lang=en
15 Source Eurostat (last update: 16-03-2015): http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=hbs_exp_t121&lang=en
16 FIPE (15 October 2013) FIPE RACCONTA IL FUORICASA DEGLI ITALIANI: COME LA CRISI HA CAMBIATO I CONSUMI;
Federazione Italiana Pubblici Esercizi
17 Source: USDA Economic Research Service, http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-choices-health/food-consumption-demand/foodaway-from-home.aspx
18 Source Eurostat: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=t2020_rk100
19 Source Eurostat: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Overweight_and_obesity_-_BMI_statistics
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Table 2 : Price level index for four groups of goods and services in 2013

Source: Eurostat: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticshttp://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics
explained/index.php/Comparative_price_levels_of_consumer_goods_and_services
Note: HFCE
E stands for Household Final Consumption Expenditure

Food waste
20

In the EU, food waste has been estimated at an annual average of 89 million tonnes, or 180 kg per capita . Preventing
food waste is now a rising priority in Europe and is also promoted for most industries operating at larger scales.
scales
FoodDrinkEurope, for instance, has recently published a report showcasing the concrete actions being taken by Europe’s
food and drink manufacturers to tackle food waste
wast both within their own operations and up and down their supply
21
chains .

20 European Parliamentary Research Service (23/01/2014) Tackling food waste. The
The EU's contribution to a global issue
21 Cfr. http://www.fooddrinkeurope.eu/uploads/publications_documents/Preventing_food_wastage_in_the_food_and_drink_sector.pdf
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1. 3 D at a o n t h e f o o d in s e cu re
The average household annual income in 2013 was around 15,430€ with a large variation (18,219€ in EU15 and 4,881€
22
in new Member States) and extremes represented by Luxembourg (33,301€) and Romania (2,071€) .
In 2013, 122.6 million people (24.5 % of the population in the EU-28) were at risk of poverty or social exclusion, more
than a third of the population in five EU Member States: Bulgaria (48.0 %), Romania (40.4 %), Greece (35.7 %), Latvia
(35.1 %) and Hungary (33.5 %). Children were at greater risk of poverty or social exclusion in 2013 than the rest of the
23
population, with a rate of 27.6 % . According to Eurostat, “The percentage of children living in a household at risk of
poverty or social exclusion ranged from 13.0 % in Finland, 15.5 % in Denmark, 16.2 % in Sweden to more than 40.0 % in
Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria. The main factors affecting child poverty are the labour market situation of the parents,
which is linked to their level of education, the composition of the household in which the children live and the
effectiveness of government intervention through income support and the provision of enabling services. There are also
more vulnerable groups of children, such as those with migrant parents that deserve particular attention.” Surprisingly,
the elderly faced a lower risk of poverty or social exclusion in 2013 than the overall population both at EU-28 level
24
(18.3 %) .
Material deprivation rates complement the social exclusion picture by providing an estimate of the proportion of people
whose living conditions are severely affected by a lack of resources: they represent 9.6 % of the population in the EU-28.
Moreover, there are an estimated 4.1 million homeless people in the EU, including young people, migrants and families
with children. Socioeconomic vulnerability could also be expressed by unexpected expenses: 39.7 % of the population in
25
the EU-28 could not afford unexpected financial expenses .

Food assistance schemes
The EU's Food Distribution programme for the Most Deprived Persons of the Community (MDP) has been in place since
1987, at a time where the European food surplus was a budgetary and moral problem rather than an opportunity. The
utilization of this surplus as food aid for the most deprived persons was thus envisaged. Over the years, the scheme has
become an important source of provisions for charity organisations. In 2010, over 18 million people benefited from the
scheme in the EU.
With the adoption of the Regulation on the new Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD), the EU commits to
allocate over 3.8 billion€ to food assistance for the 2014-2020 period. Member States will be responsible for paying 15%
26
of the costs of their national programmes, with the remaining 85% coming from the Fund .

22 Source Eurostat: http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=ilc_di04&lang=en (last update: 12-03-2015)
23 Source Eurostat: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/People_at_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion
24 Source Eurostat: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/People_at_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion
25 Source Eurostat: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/People_at_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion
26 European Commission (10 March 2014) Poverty: Commission welcomes final adoption of new Fund for European Aid to the Most
Deprived
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2 METHODOLOGY
This Report is based on the ten national media survey reports on FNS with some additional elements provided by the
outcomes of the stakeholder’s survey. The contents of the national reports have been analysed and read in a
comparative perspective, with the aim of identifying commonalities and differences between national food systems and
national so highlighting emerging categories (factors, vulnerable groups, vulnerabilities, and frames) but also to underline
specificities and the possible emergence of groups and regional patterns.

Factors, drivers and hazards
In this document the term "factor" is adopted to indicate events, trends and other elements, internal or external to the
food system, that create the conditions in which a vulnerability of the system (or of a group) develop into an actual
condition of food insecurity. In the Conceptual Framework and in the national reports different terms have been used,
like the more neutral "driver (of change)" and the intrinsically negative "hazard", "shock" and "stressor". These terms
have been used with a certain degree of flexibility in the various Reports according to the interpretation of each
research team. Hence the authors of this Report deemed the term "factor" more capable of covering the various
meanings and implications of the different terms used.

Stakeholders and expert feedback have also been incorporated where relevant to validate, contradict, detail or integrate
the elements derived from the media analysis and interpreted by the national reports. It is worth remembering that
stakeholders and experts commented on their respective national reports (not on this comparative report), and that the
survey was conducted in only five countries (UK, Italy, Belgium, Latvia and Finland). In total about 30 interviews of
representatives of the food industry, NGOs, cooperatives, governments and public sector, and the media were
27
included.
We do not include here the methodology followed for the elaboration of the national reports, which has been described in
28
the Methodological document , while some country-level specificities have been described within each national report.
Here we simply summarize some elements relevant to understanding the aim, potential and limits of this Comparative
Report (CR), with a focus on methodology.
1.

2.

3.

4.

There are two models for the national reports. Three of the national reports were "full reports": they were developed
29
before the others, in parallel to the Conceptual Framework , and they have a broader scope, with more detailed
information. The other seven reports, named "light reports", were developed on the basis of the three full reports (in
30
particular the Italian national report, used as a pilot) but with less detail, and following specific Guidelines .
The national reports result from an analysis of the ways in which FNS issues are debated in the various sources
scrutinized for each country. This means they account for the debate, and reflect the reality as far as this reality is
reflected and interpreted by national debates. Researchers have nevertheless underlined some issues (priorities,
themes, and threats) that they deemed relevant yet not sufficiently accounted for in the media.
Sources and text selection does not constitute a statistical sample in the proper sense of the term. Nevertheless
each research group has made special efforts to represent the range of interests, values, positions and approaches
regarding FNS that emerge in each country.
The national reports have been structured around some key categories: sensitive groups, factors, vulnerabilities,
frames. These concepts have also been the cornerstones around which this comprehensive report has been built,
through the methodological steps explained below.

Each national report identified a set of hazards and a set of vulnerabilities. According to the Conceptual Framework
factors are threats to the system that may take the form of shocks or stressors. The former are described as specific
events which cause variation in the variable beyond usual range, and the latter as factors that make variables change –
whether increase or decrease – within normal variations but nevertheless stressing the system. Shocks create conditions
for food and nutrition insecurity when they occur and stressors do so when their strength or size reaches certain
27 A detailed account of this phase of the research is given in the Stakeholders Survey Comparative Report (forthcoming).
28 Gianluca Brunori, Fabio Bartolini, Luca Colombo, Stefano Grando: Report on national meanings and controversies of FNS and
vulnerabilities in Europe: a methodology (Transmango MS11).
29 Gianluca Brunori, Fabio Bartolini, Tessa Avermaete, Natalia Brzezina, Erik Mathijs, Terry Marsden, Ana Moragues Faus, Roberta
Sonnino: Conceptual Framework (Transmango D2.1).
30 Stefano Grando, Luca Colombo, Guidelines for "Light" National Reports (Transmango internal working document).
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threshold levels. Each of the national reports detailed a set of hazards. In most cases hazards have been grouped
according to a dimension: economic, social, ecological, technological, or political.
Vulnerabilities refer to a state of susceptibility of the system to the factors that emerge in relation to root causes
characterizing the system and to the other factors influencing the level of exposure to the factors, the sensitiveness when
exposure occurs, and the adaptive capacity.

Factors and vulnerabilities
In the comparative reading of the national reports it became clear that identifying consistent distinctions between
factors and vulnerabilities would be a challenge. In many cases, there is a chain of causal relations among different
phenomena, with feedbacks and loops that makes it difficult to distinguish between two clearly separated sets of
factors and vulnerabilities. As a result some phenomena are listed as factors in some reports and as vulnerabilities in
others. This realisation provoked some reflections that have been developed in the Conclusions of this report.
The most effective solution was to approach factors and vulnerabilities together, unpacking the mechanisms
described in each case. These mechanisms are in fact described in each national report within the descriptions of the
vulnerabilities. Hence, the sets of common factors and vulnerabilities presented in this comparative report did not
emerge independently from each other, from the "simple" comparison of the sets of factors and vulnerabilities to be
found in each national report. On the contrary they have been defined through an integrated comparative reading of
national sets of factors and national sets of vulnerabilities, with the aim of having consistent relations between them.

The following detailed steps describe the process of identifying the final set of common factors and vulnerabilities:
•

•

•
•

•
•

•

First, the sets of factors and vulnerabilities from each national report were listed together to facilitate
comparison. Some reports included additional factors which had not been identified through the media survey
but were nevertheless deemed relevant by the national research group (this possibility had been suggested in
the guidelines for the “light” national reports). The list of factors and vulnerabilities identified at national level are
available in the Annex.
Factors identified in the national reports were grouped together and in some cases re-named according to their
actual "content" and not simply according to words used to identify them in the national reports. For example,
factors like "Unsustainable purchasing and eating practices" in the UK and "Inadequate consumption habits and
food patterns" in Spain referred to the same phenomena yet were expressed in different words. Thus a first set
of common factors was identified.
Next, the initial set was reduced through the merging of similar themes represented by different factors, and
through the selection of the most relevant ones.
Relevance was initially assessed in terms of frequency, so according to the number of countries in which each
factor appeared. In some cases an additional analysis was made to identify those factors that, though not
present across all or many countries, were deemed particularly relevant in some of them.
The same steps were followed for the identification of a common set of vulnerabilities.
Finally the two lists were analysed in relation to each other to identify and solve any overlaps. This comparative
analysis led to the identification of a set of common factors and a set of common vulnerabilities relevant across
the selected countries (yet not necessarily present in all of them); and,
Some specificities (specific factors or peculiar implications of a single factor) emerging in single countries or in
groups of countries.

Again a similar process was followed for the identification of the frames, with some specificity related to the complexity of
the categories at stake.
The set of frames identified in each country have been displayed in an excel sheet, progressively compared and
eventually gathered in order to arrive at a set of common or cross-country frames able to interpret the various voices,
positions and perspectives of the debate on FNS in Europe. Again, some national or super-national specificity were also
underlined. This part of the comparison is not simply an addition to the common set: most of the richness of a
comparative reading relies exactly in the possibility of highlighting differences between countries and eventual regional
commonalities.
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More details on this process will be given in Chapter 4, dedicated to the Frame analysis. Some of the Reports worked on
the same list of frames adopted in the Italian pilot. These Reports gave interesting insights on the specificities of their
respective national debates, but developed their analysis on the base of the initial set of eight frames identified in Italy,
which was deemed able to represent the various positions emerging in the debates.
In some other cases, researchers started more "from scratch", considering the initial pilot list more as an example
referring to another country than a platform to be adapt to their context, As a result their lists were radically different from
each other and from the Italian one. These different approaches enriched the comparison, and the identification of the
final set of cross-country frames. As mentioned, other details on this point are given in Chapter 4.
The name given to each frame was the first element considered in the comparative process leading to the identification
of the final set. Nevertheless in some cases similar names referred to different contents, and vice versa. This was an
important element to consider in order to arrive at a result respectful of the real contents of the national reports. It is also
interesting as an additional element of analysis: the fact that the same definition of, for example, "quality" or "sovereignty"
is used in different countries to express different contents and meanings brings new and interesting insights into each
country's internal debate on FNS.
A terminological note is required. We refer to the categories here identified and analysed as "frames". In the scientific
literature "frame" is usually referred to wide-ranging approaches that represent and offer a comprehensive vision of the
object at stake (in this case: food and nutrition security). In these media analyses, frames are intended in a more flexible
way: some of them do represent broad visions on the issues related to food and nutrition security, whereas in other
cases they represent more focused approaches and discourses (this is the case, for example, for the "Solidarity" and the
"Wholesomeness" frames. This more flexible understanding was deemed useful in order to have a clearer and detailed
vision of the various approaches, priorities and discourses emerging from each national debate.
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3 FACTORS, GROUPS, VULNERABILITIES

3. 1 F a ct o r s
The methodology for developing the final set of Europe-wide factors is explained in Chapter 2. Summing up the total
number of factors and vulnerabilities explicitly listed in the national reports, we started with a list of 147 factors and 99
vulnerabilities. These were distilled into 16 factors and 14 vulnerabilities, described below.
As we learned from the expert interviews, there is some overlap between the factors and vulnerabilities. , This is also
evident in the lists below, such as the factor of climate change and the vulnerability of weather-related production losses,
or the factor of inadequate lifestyles and the vulnerability of unhealthy food habits. Even when comparing the national
reports we noticed that some countries identified an issue as a factor while other countries identified the same issue as a
vulnerability. In some cases, country reports identified the same issue as both a factor and a vulnerability. Even in the
lists of factors and vulnerabilities, below, some overlaps are obvious, such as the factor of “land competition” and the
vulnerability of “limited access to land”. These overlaps and/or contradictions will be addressed more explicitly when the
matrix of vulnerabilities and drivers (Deliverable 2.5) is developed.
As can be seen from the list below, factors are inter-related and impact each other, either positively or negatively. For
example, social marginalisation can be made worse by poverty, while poverty can lead to social marginalisation or, for
example, climate change can lead to political support for renewable energies.
Table 3 gives a sense of the regional distribution of each factor through a list of the countries where the factors identified
as common for Europe were explicitly identified (though not necessarily with the same wording that appears here). It is
important to note that although the countries that appear beside each factor gave prominence to the associated factor,
the majority of factors were mentioned in almost all the country reports, therefore the countries mentioned beside each
factor are to a certain extent only indicative.

Table 3 - Factors and countries
Factors

Countries

Climate change

Italy, Spain, Belgium, UK, Ireland, Austria, Latvia, Finland

Inadequate lifestyles

Italy, Spain, Belgium, UK, Latvia, Lithuania, Ireland, Austria

Poverty

Italy, Spain, UK, Netherlands, Austria, Latvia, Lithuania, Finland

Unsuitable technologies (e.g. GMOs)

Italy, Spain, Belgium, UK, Ireland, Austria, Lithuania, Finland

Unfair trade rules

Spain, Belgium, UK, Latvia, Austria, Finland

Power/market concentration

Ireland, Belgium, Latvia, Lithuania, Austria

Land competition

Italy, Belgium, UK, Latvia, Lithuania

Lack of information on healthy food

Italy, UK, Latvia, Lithuania, Finland

Food fraud and scandals

Italy, Spain, UK, Ireland, Austria

Intensive farming/livestock

Italy, Spain, UK, Lithuania

Agrochemicals and other pollutants

Italy, UK and Belgium

Political inefficacy

Italy, Belgium, Ireland

Public budget cuts

Italy, Spain, UK

Price levels and volatility

Italy, Belgium, UK

Social marginalisation

UK, Ireland

Accidental food contamination

Italy, UK

Some regional patterns do emerge from the comparison of the factors though they are not very prominent. Four of the
identified factors were shared by almost all the countries and identified in all the regional groups in Europe: climate
change, inadequate lifestyles, poverty, and unsuitable technologies (e.g. GMOs). The two Mediterranean countries (Italy
and Spain) had some similarities: besides the four factors already mentioned they also shared food fraud and scandals,

12

WP2 Report on EU meanings and controversies of FNS and vulnerabilities in Europe
public budget cuts, and intensive farming/livestock. However they had more differences: Italy identified agrochemicals
and other pollutants, lack of information on healthy food, land competition, price levels and volatility, political inefficacy,
and accidental food contamination while Spain identified unfair trade rules. The Baltic countries (Latvia, Lithuania and
Finland) shared some patterns besides the four already mentioned: lack of information on healthy food (Latvia, Lithuania
and Finland), land competition, and power/market concentration (Latvia and Lithuania), and unfair trade rules (Latvia and
Finland). Social marginalisation was mentioned by the UK and Ireland.
While the emergence of some regional patterns may have been expected, perhaps the reason for the lack of very
prominent patterns is that the national reports focus on media reports and therefore reflect differing media tendencies in
the different countries.
1.

Climate change

Climate change may have been initially viewed as being a factor only in relation to FNS in developing countries but
increasingly it is seen as compromising Europe's capacity to produce food. Bad weather is a related issue which affects
not only production but also distribution. Within this overall trend, variations in national debates do occur and they
depend on the local context. For example, in the UK heavy floods are relatively frequent and so concerns about the
impact of climate change on domestic production have been quite prominent. In Belgium on the other hand, concern
about climate impacts in the form of rising sea levels is a relatively recent – but growing – concern. In other countries
like Spain and Latvia, even if climate impacts are serious, they are not discussed very much in the media (as with other
ecological issues). At the same time climate change in developing countries is still relevant for Europe, which is heavily
dependent on commodity imports and would be vulnerable to rising import prices caused by climate change overseas.
In some cases climate change may have a positive impact on Europe's agriculture. For example in Finland it is believed
that global warming will improve farming conditions due to rising average temperatures and longer growing seasons,
implying that arable land could be expanded further north and new crops like corn and alfalfa could be cultivated.
Approaches to mitigation show several contradictions. Reducing carbon footprints and promoting sustainable agriculture
with fewer greenhouse gas emissions are debated in relatively wealthy countries like the UK, while for Baltic countries
mitigation is seen as luxury. In Latvia measures for mitigation have been introduced but are seen as overly harsh and
punishing to farmers. Furthermore, mitigation policies are seen to contradict policies that seek to increase production
(which are quite prominent as policies). Lively debates around biofuels as a mitigation option are prominent throughout
most of Europe. Finally, climate change is sometimes used as a justification to argue for more local and sustainable food
systems, both from a mitigation as well as adaptation perspective.
2.

Inadequate lifestyles

Contemporary life in western societies leads to food behaviours that are perceived as being inadequate and unhealthy–
like eating out, fast food, over-consumption of meat and missing mid-day lunches. There is a move across Europe away
from traditional food cultures and towards US-style diets. In Italy and Spain this concern usually takes the form of the
"abandonment of our Mediterranean diet" narrative. The economic crisis has also played a role by changing food habits
in favour of cheaper and processed products which tend to be less nutritious. Advertising is seen as another driver of
this factor, particularly with regard to young people who are one the most vulnerable groups.
The key risk is related to human health: inadequate lifestyles often lead to obesity and in some cases cancer. However
they are also of concern because they are seen to generate food waste and raise questions about the environmental
sustainability of cheap food. Health and budget impacts of obesity, as well as the disproportional impact on groups with
lower socio-economic status, and children and youth are other societal concerns.
Various policy and regulatory options to improve diets are debated. Are the individual consumers to blame or do modern
lifestyles and lack of skills force people to eat poorly? There are many initiatives to try to get citizens to eat in a more
healthy way, for instance through organic, local and biodiverse foods and home cooking. At a more macro policy level,
taxes on unhealthy foods are discussed in the UK and Belgium. Finally, since people with chronic diseases (which are
linked with obesity in many cases) often spend less time healthy than ill, this brings about costs for disability and sick
leave and thus the public budget burdens of bad eating are also a concern.
3.

Poverty

Debates on the impacts of the current economic crisis are prominent throughout most of Europe. They range from the
increasing costs of living to stagnant wages, low paid jobs, under-employment, unemployment and reforms of the
welfare state. In this context, food is seen as a likely expenditure to reduce, for example in Italy where some
households are reducing expenditures on more expensive foods like red meat and fish in favour of cheaper items. Also
there are concerns that food poverty leads to junk food consumption, due to price levels and food distribution systems.
Food poverty is a particular concern in terms of worsening the nutritional state of the most vulnerable groups, like
infants.
While the impact of the economic crisis varies across European countries, all seem to be affected, particularly southern
European countries and the Baltic States. Spain presents a dramatic example of one extreme: the unemployment rate
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has climbed to more than a quarter of the active population (more than one half among youth). In a country like Austria
where poverty is below the EU average, and has even been declining in recent years, nevertheless poverty and
especially food poverty, food banks, and child poverty are present in the public discourse.
The most visible face of the rise of food poverty in Europe is the growing number of people resorting to food banks,
charities and NGOs to access food. Increasing numbers of Europeans are relying upon social welfare and charity to
have a meal and – perhaps the cause for greatest concern – the profile of assisted people is changing. They now
31
include the “working poor”, more national citizens rather than a predominance of im/migrants , some from the middle
classes, as well as marginalised groups such as single mothers, separated fathers, and the elderly.
Another face of food assistance is the role played by family networks in some countries where these networks still play
an important role, such as Spain. Elders (grandparents) support their children and grandchildren with their pensions, not
only providing food, but also in some cases accommodating them at home.
Finally, the crisis has changed certain aspects related to the agricultural labour market in a country with an important
agricultural sector which has been hit hard by the crisis: Spain. This is the idea of a certain ‘return to agriculture’ led by
the unemployed, though numbers show that the number of migrant labourers is increasing.
4.

Unsuitable technologies (e.g. GMOs)

The debate on GMO utilization in agriculture is particularly heated and polarised, with a wide range of arguments, often
with the same themes, being raised on both sides. These include: impacts on human health, food security, ecological
impact and biodiversity (i.e. impacts on wildlife and on further use of pesticides and resistance in pests and weeds),
advantages and disadvantages for farmers (higher yields versus higher input costs), land use as well as property rights,
food sovereignty, geopolitical and trade conflicts, and finally the profit motive of the companies and their political
influence. In addition there are questions about the feasibility of being GMO-free. For example, in the UK supermarkets
find it difficult to secure non-GM supplies and Irish livestock keepers face problems of sourcing of non-GM feedstuffs.
Accurate labelling of products that contain some GMOs (including GM-fed livestock) is also demanded by the public.
The mood of the debates differs among European countries indicating a fairly wide range of contexts and histories in
relation to GMOs. In Italy generally both the public and public institutions are very sceptical (though there are supporters
too), partly through concern about impacts on the image of its high quality food exports. In the UK, the government
initially restricted GMOs, but then started to take a pro-GM stance in international and national spheres. In Ireland,
dominated by livestock production, much of the discussion about GMOs relates to the impacts of the EU restrictions on
GM-animal feed imports and the impact on production costs, and consequently on competitiveness. Spain is, by far, the
EU country with the largest area of GMO crops. This has fuelled an intense debate on GMO expansion in the country.
Some regional administrations are taking steps to ban GMOs in their regions. The Austrian government has banned
several GMOs which were assessed as safe at the European level, since coexistence between organic and
conventional agriculture with GMOs would be difficult to assure given the prevalence of small farms in Austrian
agriculture.
5.

Unfair trade rules

Trade rules are a serious concern and strongly debated in Europe. Views tend to be quite divided and there is no shared
analysis of causes and solutions to the food crisis, for example, or the role of the CAP. There are several axes of
controversy. First, Europe is both a major importer and exporter of agricultural products and there are concerns over
whether this is sustainable in the long-run or whether greater food self-sufficiency is called for (in the UK the debate on
self-sufficiency focuses on changes in consumer behaviour rather than changing government regulations). Second,
there are big controversies over whether liberalised trade is good for small farms in Europe (and abroad). On the one
hand there is a perception of unfairness of trade rules (that favour countries where a product can be produced more
cheaply) and on the other some argue that innovation and investments are needed to keep small farms competitive on
world markets. Third, there are concerns over a downward pressure on European production standards regarding
environmental and sanitary regulations through agreements such as the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership
(TTIP). Lastly, it should be noted that ex-Soviet countries, like Latvia, have particular concerns because of the rapidity of
trade liberalisation which has led to heavy impacts: trade liberalisation began only in 1990 and has led to increased
economic concentration in the sector and difficulties for smaller producers and companies.
6.

Power/market concentration

Concentration of the food system, referring to concentration in several areas, is perceived as extremely negative in the
media. First, production itself is concentrated (through more intensive production methods – including the role of the
“agrochemical giants” and larger farm sizes). Most important, there is mega-concentration in the retail sector. In Ireland,
for example, the top 3 retail groups account for over 75% of the total market share (though discounters have been
increasing their market share in recent years). Food industry and farmers organisations often accuse retailers of unjustly
31

National reports referred to both migrants (people who come to Europe but do not necessary settle in one country) and immigrants
(people who come to Europe to settle in one place) without necessarily making a distinction between them. For this reason in this report
we refer to “im/migrants” to cover both terms.
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exercising their power in negotiating prices. Food is comparatively expensive in Austria and often a link is made
between high retail prices and high market concentration. Retailers are accused of exercising considerable power on
producers, suppliers, consumers and even policy makers. Criticisms are also made about supermarket treatment of food
waste. Retail concentration affects territorial access to food for the population, especially in rural areas, and is an issue
in Latvia and Ireland. In Lithuania, concentration is also visible in the processing and restaurant sectors.
To counter such negative criticism, retailers sometimes take part in food assistance programs through product
donations, thus showing social responsibility, partly for reputation reasons. In addition, there are some claims that there
are positive effects of concentration in the retail sector: concentration might bring lower prices, in some cases it might
improve quality and might improve accessibility to food. It may also lead to greater professionalization and higher
standards for the industry.
7.

Land competition

Europe does not have enough land for all its food, fuel and fibre needs. Arable land is shrinking, mostly due to
urbanisation processes, but also, in Italy, the land needs of renewable energy like wind and solar power. Food security
in Europe may be negatively impacted if farmers cannot access land. In both Italy and Belgium, the lack of access to
land is mainly raised by farmers' organisations. The price of farmland in the UK has increased considerably and land
competition involves competing visions of conservationist and productivist perspectives on the countryside.
At the same time, the issue is not necessarily very high on the agenda of the media. For example, although there is high
population density and low availability of arable land in Belgium, the main debates are about land grabbing in Africa
(including Europe's role in it). In the UK there are also concerns about the extent to which land grabbing overseas,
particularly linked with the expansion of biofuels, could impact world food prices.
Finally, a related concern is the lack of appropriate policies, including contradictory policies, to solve the problem. In
Latvia, for example, there is a growing tension surrounding land markets: expulsion of small producers, rising land
prices, foreign acquisition of land, instability in land lease markets, competition and constraints for big farms to access
additional productive land. Contradictory policies include policies that aim to secure access to land for smaller farmers
while also promoting biofuels which benefits larger farmers.
8.

Lack of information on healthy food

This factor is related to unhealthy food and diets, and the concern that consumers lack information to make informed
decisions. The impact of advertising, especially on children and young people, and the rise of obesity are key concerns.
Labelling of food is of key importance for individuals who have food allergies, which seem to be on the rise.
In terms of solutions, there are calls for protecting young (and older) people from marketing through better regulations
on advertising and better labelling. Taxes on junk food are debated in some countries (UK). Without necessarily bringing
about changes at the policy regulatory level, there are EU school feeding programmes that promote fruit, vegetables
and milk consumption among children.
This factor touches on a tension between the individual's own responsibility to make informed choices versus social or
state interventions, with some calling for better regulations to inform and protect consumers and others claiming that this
would “interfere” with consumers' freedom of choice.
9.

Food fraud and scandals

Food fraud and scandals are very actively covered by the media, with several scandals – most recently the horse meat
scandal – in recent memory. The horse meat scandal first broke out in Ireland and eventually implicated approximately
16 other European countries. “Food crime” is now becoming a familiar term, at least in English.
In some countries, such as Austria, the actual number of tested foods that were found to be unsafe is very low, so levels
of media attention may not be a good indication of the size of the real problem. Nevertheless this factor is taken very
seriously in all cases, particularly as it is seen as compromising the image of European countries overseas and thereby
potentially harming their export opportunities. In countries with an export-oriented agriculture like Italy and Spain, the
reputational risks associated with food fraud are a further concern.
Some countries, such as Austria and Italy, are confident of having very good food safety systems, while in others, like
Ireland, scandals have led to tighter regulations to restore export reputations. The UK has seen repeated major
scandals such as BSE and the foot and mouth crisis followed by the horse meat scandal, yet regulations are still
perceived by some as being weak, and food criminals seem to be learning how to get around regulations and tests.
The scandals also give support to calls for more localised food systems throughout Europe, for example in Italy, the UK,
and Austria. Pressures to constantly decrease prices in industrialised and export-oriented food systems are seen as
systematic incentives for food crime and not just isolated cases of fraud. Food scandals abroad have been used by
Spanish farmers' organisations to denounce their overseas competitors.
10. Intensive farming/livestock
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Throughout the world the general narrative is that the global food crisis has made a massive modernisation of
agriculture necessary. The positive and negative impacts of intensive production are intensely debated and share many
features and inter-connections with the debate on GMOs. It is not surprising that many of the vulnerabilities identified in
the national media reports, as well as those identified in this comparative report, are related to the factor of intensive
production.
Industrialisation of farming is considered by many parties as destroying the soil, polluting waterways and pushing out
small farmers. A wide range of issues are evoked: supporters claim that intensive farms spare land for nature
conservation and ensure food security, while opponents want to maintain current landscapes and prevent negative
impacts on human and environmental health. There is also controversy over which system is more productive in terms
of yields.
It cannot be ignored that this factor focuses very much on intensive livestock production. Intensive livestock production
is considered with regard to quality of the food produced as well as the environmental footprint. Some voices highlight
the environmental and human health impacts of highly intensive livestock farming units beyond the farm itself. Imports of
industrially produced contaminated foods raise the need for effective controls on food imports. The type of livestock is
also a factor in the debate. For example, raising pigs is among the most sensitive sectors, according to national media
coverage in Italy.
11. Agrochemicals and other pollutants
Agrochemicals and pollution are another factor that display a very controversial nature. Pollution includes, but is not
limited to, agrochemical use. It also includes industrial and nuclear pollution, pollution of waters and air, pollution from
intensive livestock production, pollution from energy sources, including biofuels etc. Pollution is seen by some as
positive for production but negative regarding residues and by-products in the environment and in food. It must be noted
that media attention to the extinction of bees has been important in raising this debate.
A further set of controversies stem from what to do about agrochemical use: GM or organic agriculture? Some maintain
that monocultures are the cause of high rates of dependency on pesticides, and others that GM is the solution. In the
UK there is debate about restrictions on the use of the pesticides that destroy bees with some supporting and others
saying that production decreases significantly if pesticides are not used. How to convert animal manure from intensive
production into fertiliser is another challenge that is debated.
12. Political inefficacy
Lack of political leadership is seen as a key factor in relation to FNS in several European countries – though the national
reports mention different, but possibly overlapping, aspects of this factor.
The power to decide food-related policies is fragmented, across ministries/sectors and in the case of federal states like
Belgium, at different levels. Another issue raised in Belgium, but perhaps also relevant in other countries, is that no
political party is large enough to take political risk and to do long-term planning and implementation. In Italy (but again,
perhaps not only in Italy), political efficacy is deteriorating according to major public opinion. The inefficacy of political
action is a wide-ranging issue, relevant for different spheres, including FNS, e.g. the implementation of the EUsupported food assistance programme. The lack of political leadership in Ireland is manifested in the failure to finalise a
national nutritional policy, failure to implement many of the recommendations of the Report of the national Obesity Task
Force, a questionable approach to the introduction of water charges and failure to provide leadership on the issue of
GMOs. The public perception of political inefficacy has triggered various initiatives, such as urban gardens, food waste
recycling, land reclamation, and assistance for migrant agriculture workers that eventually received political attention
and support (or at least indulgence).
13. Public budget cuts
Since the global economic crisis there have been continuous cuts on public expenditures, including the so-called
austerity measures, and these are identified as a factor in Italy, the UK and Spain, where they are very prominent in
media coverage in relation to a range of policies. Budget cuts have especially impacted the most costly and socially
sensitive policies (health, education, and social services) with implications for the FNS of vulnerable groups, such as
children and the elderly.
In Italy (and to some extent the UK) there is a focus on charity food assistance programmes as playing a very important
role in the post-crisis period and there are concerns about the impact of public budget cuts on such programmes.
Budget cuts are mentioned in Italy at the local, national and EU levels, and with regard to various fields of public
intervention in food delivery, from school meals to non-profit and charity food assistance. The public debate reflects a
growing awareness that the food system needs to be publicly supported, with EU institutions playing a key – but
increasingly reluctant – role in guaranteeing the access of vulnerable groups to adequate food and nutrition. Fees for
school meal programmes are increasing, including for the poor. Media in the UK made a link between welfare reforms
and an increase of food bank users.
In addition to food assistance programmes, public budget cuts have further impacts. In the UK, for example, food related
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agencies are shrinking due to budget cuts and this may have contributed to the horse meat scandal. Additionally, low
levels of minimum wages are hotly debated.
14. Price levels and volatility
Price volatility is a key concern for some countries, particularly the UK. One of the main factors of the UK’s food system
is the volatility and increase of food prices in international markets given the country’s reliance on imported foodstuffs.
Volatility has been portrayed as occurring in punctual episodes but since the food price crisis of 2008 there are
increasing concerns of facing more systemic threats in the future if availability of core foodstuffs is threatened.
In some cases, such as in Belgium, price volatility is discussed from the perspective of the farmer and how farmers
should or could deal with volatility in food markets. The challenge for farmers is not only volatility of prices, but also the
so-called price-cost squeeze. In Ireland protests by farmers culminated in a series of “sit-ins” outside the gates of meat
processing plants. There is also media coverage of the declining share of prices which are captured by farmers, against
a backdrop of rising input costs, and the lack of transparency around the factors which drive these developments.
Retailers may be playing a key role here.
In other countries, such as the UK, most debate focuses on prices for consumers and not for farmers. This concern for
low cost food contradicts the fact that food does not internalise its environmental and social costs and therefore there is
an even more fundamental issue related to prices beyond whether they are stable or not. As for large retailers, they are
often seen as profiting from price instability on food markets.
In terms of causes of price volatility, speculative trading of agricultural commodities has been pointed out as one of the
factors behind food price spikes and increased volatility. This is said to have led countless people into poverty worldwide
and to have provided large benefits to financial companies. The linkages between food commodity prices and financial
speculation entered the public debate after the global price crisis in 2007-2008. The UK government has opposed
regulation of financial markets in comparison to other European countries. In fact some articles report that the UK
government has been blocking EU efforts to reform these markets. Nevertheless, the adopted regulatory proposals
address the need for greater transparency. However according to some commentators the regulations are still weak and
will allow speculative activity in commodity future markets to continue, implying that the same forces that caused the
2008 food crisis are still in place (2010).
15. Social marginalisation
Social marginalisation often goes hand-in-hand with poverty, but this is not necessarily the case e.g. the elderly in
remote areas may not necessarily be poor but they can be isolated and therefore considered as socially marginalised.
Other groups that are affected by this factor include im/migrants who are separated from their social and family networks.
Besides receiving low wages, many cannot access essential services, such as health. Issues of social marginalisation
are further elaborated through the description of each of the vulnerable groups in section 3.3, below.
16. Accidental food contamination
Accidental food contamination is identified as a factor in Italy and the UK. In Italy accidental food contamination is seen
to be related to long supply chains and international trade, driven by the search for lower costs and affecting, in
particular, cheaper foods. According to the UK media analysis, it is not always possible to draw a clear line between
fraud and contamination (as the Italian report does, drawing the distinction based on intent). GM contamination in the
field is also debated, as well as mislabelling of GM-fed livestock.
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3.2 Vulnerabilities
A list of 14 vulnerabilities was identified through the comparison of the national reports. These vulnerabilities are related
to FSN outcomes as shown in table 4, below.
Table 4 - Vulnerabilities and outcomes

Dependence on imported
inputs

Stability and control

Availability

X

X

Weakening of social ties
Diminished
competition

diversity

Access

Utilization

X
and

X

Unhealthy dietary patterns

X

Food poverty
Threats to food safety

X

Biodiversity loss

X

X

Inadequate food governance
and policy

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Lack of accurate information

X

Farm survival

X

X

Soil fertility degradation

X

X

Weather related production
losses

X

X

Limited access to land
Diminished water quality and
availability

X

X
X

X

As with the factors, the vulnerabilities do show some regional patterns but not necessarily very prominent ones. The
most widely shared factors that involved a diversity of countries were: dependence on imported inputs, weakening of
social ties, diminished diversity and competition and unhealthy dietary patterns. The wealthier countries (Belgium, UK,
Netherlands and Austria) showed a tendency to be concerned about environmental issues (soil, biodiversity, weather),
as well as for food safety (though Italy shares all of these factors also). The factor of diminished water quality and
availability was peculiar for being identified by the UK and Spain, two countries which don't seem to have many
similarities either in the agriculture or in water availability. Similarly, lack of access to land was identified by Italy, UK and
Latvia – three countries which don't seem to have similar agricultural systems: each would be expected to have more in
common with other countries than with each other.
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Table 5 - Vulnerabilities and countries
Vulnerability

Country

1. Dependence on imported inputs

Italy, Spain, Belgium, Netherlands, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, Finland

2. Weakening of social ties

Italy, Spain, UK, Ireland, Netherlands, Latvia, Lithuania, Finland, Austria

3. Diminished diversity and competition

Italy, Belgium, UK, Spain, Latvia, Lithuania, Ireland, Austria

4. Unhealthy dietary patterns

Italy, Spain, UK, Ireland, Belgium, Netherlands, Latvia, Lithuania, Austria

5. Food poverty

Italy, UK, Spain, Netherlands, Ireland, Austria, Finland

6. Threats to food safety

Italy, Belgium, UK, Netherlands, Austria

7. Biodiversity loss

Italy, Belgium, UK, Ireland

8. Inadequate food governance and policy

Belgium, Netherlands, Spain, Finland

9. Lack of accurate information

UK, Ireland, Netherlands, Latvia

10. Farm survival

Spain, Latvia, Netherlands, Austria

11. Soil fertility degradation

Italy, Belgium, UK

12. Weather related production losses

Italy, Belgium, UK

13. Limited access to land

Italy, UK, Latvia

14. Diminished water quality and availability

UK, Spain

1.

Dependence on imported inputs

Europe is deeply integrated in global food trade flows: it is highly dependent on imports of food and agricultural
commodities, as well as being a globally important exporter of agricultural goods. In some countries there is one main
trade partner who therefore wields a lot of influence: Russia in the case of Latvia, Lithuania and to some extent Finland.
This vulnerability is related to a range of different issues such as reliance on imported natural or industrial resources
through food (land, water, chemical fertilisers and energy), as well as tensions around global trade rules themselves. It is
one of the most widely-shared vulnerabilities with all but one country (Austria) identifying it as a key vulnerability. Some
countries, such as Spain (concern is mostly threats related with its own agricultural exports), Latvia and Lithuania (both
on recent trade bans with Russia, their major trading partner) have quite specific issues related to global trade.
This reliance on trade may become an area of vulnerability through exposure of national food and nutrition systems to
instability in global markets, international policies, financial speculation, the impact of climate change on production
overseas, and shocks to transport systems. The lack of control is a key concern: little control can be exercised on these
factors by public or private actors at the national level. In Latvia the vulnerability is mainly covering long debate about the
trade relations to Russia. References to other global food market issues are rare. The discussion mainly covers
questions concerning the development of local enterprises – Russia is seen as a major trade market of Latvia’s goods.
Russia is seen as a market that can help to strengthen local producers. However, not infrequent political tensions m it
quite unpredictable trading partner. Therefore, it is also seen as a possible threat to the strengthening of local producers.
One often mentioned suggestion how enterprises should overcome the vulnerability is to search for new trade markets.
Furthermore, current political ties with Western countries are presented as a mechanism splitting the ties with Russia.
Trade liberalisation leads to a shift in orientation of agri-food production away from provision for a domestic population, to
productivism for an export market (how this represents a vulnerability in itself is set out in the first table in this section).
Vulnerabilities also exist in liberalised systems when, for example, harmonized regulations result in an overall reduction
in environmental protection and less safe, healthy or fair working conditions. In addition, international trade agreements
tend to favour larger producers and those who cannot compete often lose their livelihoods.
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CAP reform drives the development of European agriculture in certain directions, motivated by expanding trade. In the
Irish context, the removal of milk quotas (in March 2015) as part of the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy reforms
threatens to endanger farmers' livelihoods and therefore also FNS. Dairy farmers will no longer be subject to the same
limitations with regard to the amount of milk which they can produce. In response to this, many dairy farmers are
preparing to increase their production levels through a greater intensity of production or an expansion of their existing
stock and operational levels. However, this would have negative environmental impacts. Irish dairy farmers represent
some of the lowest paid (per litre) in Europe for their produce and in anticipation of the imminent ‘flooding’ of the market
prices have dropped even further of late. As an EU-wide policy, this ‘flooding’ will occur across the union with downward
pressure on prices an inevitability.
A key area of reliance on imports is animal feed for the intensive livestock production systems of Europe. In the Flemish
context, the most important issue is the reliance of raw material for the fodder industry (i.e. soy and maize), which is a
crucial input for the intensive livestock sector in Flanders. In public media, this vulnerability is very often debated in
combination with the discussion on biofuels and the reliance on monocultures as source for biofuels.
Reliance on energy has a complex relationship with FSN as energy is needed to produce and transport food, particularly
under intensive production systems which require high levels of energy consumption. Because the whole FNS is
dependent on fossil fuels also the cost of energy has an impact on food prices. The cost of fuel and other energy sources
are also partially impacting the food full cost when commodities have to travel long distances, with consequences for
their affordability. Some European countries are very dependent on imports of energy, including for their agriculture.
Flanders, for example, imports 93% of its energy needs. On the other hand, energy is also produced through agricultural
products i.e. biofuels.
Europe is also dependent on imports of agricultural inputs. Potassium and phosphorous stocks are limited globally and
most lie outside of Europe. For the moment Europe can pay for imports, however the long-term sustainability of
European agriculture, as well as agriculture globally, is obviously at risk. For the countries exporting to Europe,
monocultures have a dramatic impact on the environment, endangering the natural capital and thereby also long-term
sustainability of imports for Europe. The expansion of land for agriculture overseas, for example for biofuels, also fuels
social unrest in those countries through land-grabbing.
Reliance on global trade is seen as a threat to the development of alternative, local and small-scale food systems. Some
groups in Latvia suggest that over globalization poses some threats to local consumers. As indicated by separate small
actors – producers’ interest in big foreign markets leads to low quality products in small local markets. Global relations
pose threats to national production systems. The most visible recent case in Lithuania is trade bans with Russia. The
media discussion is oriented towards national enterprises and their ability to function under sudden stress.
Reliance on trade exposes Europe to geopolitical tensions e.g. with Russia, countries exporting chemical fertilisers, etc.
In Finland there is concern that political crises with main trade partners (Russia and Sweden) may lead to trade
embargoes. This exposes Europe to the possibility of a decline in import of necessary inputs or in export of their goods.
Countries with strong trade relations with Europe can drive, or at least influence, national agendas through their political
influence.
The role of financial speculation on global food markets in 2007-2008 had a great impact on food prices. Price volatility is
passed on to consumers in the form of high prices. The role of financial speculation as a vulnerability driver received
great attention in Italy and abroad after the 2007-2008 food prices crisis. Cereals are particularly sensitive in this regard,
as speculation on grains move huge capitals and are likely to deeply influence their price levels and predictability.
Economic crisis determines the conditions for both a major role for speculation on food commodities and for a dramatic
impact on consumers of rising food prices.
2.

Weakening of social ties

The weakening of social ties and social safety nets is apparent in a number of European countries and contributes to
social marginalisation, which can be seen as a condition, or a process, in which individuals, households or entire
communities have no access to those entitlements, rights and resources they need in order to have stable access to
adequate and safe food. Poverty and economic difficulties are possible conditions for the social marginalization process.
Cultural differences and the state of im/migrants/newcomers may affect people's capability to access nutritious food
regardless of its affordability. Social marginalisation reduces the social assets to which individuals can resort to confront
shocks and difficult situations. Family and social networks are crucial, particularly in a period of crisis, both to mitigate
short-term needs (e.g. food) and to reintegrate economically (e.g. to access a new job).The poor and other forms of
marginalised groups rely heavily on safety nets to meet their needs.
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Cuts in public expenditure affect social inequality since either the welfare state no longer supports certain situations, or
its support is lower and in many cases insufficient. Also, the public welfare system, in those countries where it exists,
may not be available to people with some level of income, risking further marginalisation of the working poor. In
particular, im/migrants and refugees have resort very few safety nets. They may particularly suffer from this social
exclusion, as well as some specific categories (aged people without family or proximity networks, disadvantaged
household in socially difficult contexts, remote rural areas inhabitants with limited access to food).Working conditions can
have an inverse relationship with the strength of social safety nets: as individuals struggle to gain an adequate income
this puts pressure on their social networks and may make it difficult to establish or maintain them.
The unemployment rate for young people is dramatically high in Italy, for example, and even when they find a job, it is
often badly paid which does not make for good conditions for a stable personal and family life, with potentially heavy
consequences for other vulnerable groups: infants and children. In Italy no universal income support measures exist and
while families used to provide a social safety net, the fragmentation of families and households, the diffusion of single
parents and the isolation in which elderly people sometimes live are limiting the relevance of families as a source of
solidarity and resilience.
3.

Diminished diversity and competition

Monopolies and oligopolies in various food-related sectors essentially act to diminish diversity and competition and
marginalise alternatives. Concentration is on the rise, at least in several European countries. The integration of
businesses can be horizontal, when they merge with or acquire another company within the same sector, or vertical,
when they consolidate with existing businesses which are up or down-stream. This is a very widely shared vulnerability,
mentioned by all countries except the Netherlands and Finland (though both their national reports do mention the fact of
wide-spread concentration).
Concentration in food markets is not per se a threat to food security, but becomes an area of vulnerability when political
power and institutions are not able to control concentration processes and to prevent the formation of oligopolies. Power
relations are highly unbalanced and the outcomes of the whole distribution sector become vulnerable to the decisions of
few powerful players, increasing chances of corruption. Large enterprises concentrate power over the food chain and
manage to influence political decision making. In many cases these enterprises are not from the country in question and
this dependency on outside forces adds a further layer of tension to this vulnerability.
The vulnerability is represented through two aspects: one is concerned with consumers’ opportunities to choose in retail
markets, and the other is concerned with relations between food retailers and producers where asymmetrical power
relations result in overall producer dependency on retailers. In addition concentration in land, agro-chemical input
companies, particularly GMOs, and machinery manufacturers are other instances of concentration that producers face.
With the growing power of upstream corporate actors, farmers are finding it difficult to balance the cost of production with
the prices they obtain from the market. This cost-price squeeze is exacerbated by farmers having fewer choices of
customers to which to sell their produce, and ultimately becoming price-takers. This forces farmers into economically
precarious positions, leaving them vulnerable to unexpected weather events etc., and making their livelihoods
precarious.
Large businesses are seen as being better able to manipulate policies and practices to serve their own interests. Large
retailers, for example, have been said to impose conditions (prices, qualities, and contractual terms) to food
manufacturers and farmers, as well as to carry out abusive marketing practices. In Belgium, for example, a story of price
setting of Ecuador bananas by Aldi was publicised in the media.
Besides prices, powerful actors can influence other market aspects. For example, contractors impose methods of
production on farmers, as well as timing and harvest dates, and uniform size and appearance characteristics and
generally reduce producers' bargaining position in the food system. For farmers, this means that farmers can lose large
proportions of their crops as outgrades are rejected resulting in lower profits and threatening their livelihoods.
Concentration might also affect food product quality (there could be several reasons why quality could fall – lack of
competition, search for lower prices, possibility to lobby specific regulations, ability to impose harsh demands on
suppliers), access (for example, retail chains might push out of the market smaller enterprises and thus reducing access
to choice or possible certain products) and diversity of accessible products (big monolithic enterprises can influence
overall presence of products or plants). It also hinders the emergence of alternative food systems.
In most cases the negative aspects of increased monopolisation are highlighted, but there is some mention of possible
positive effects. Supporters of concentration claim that larger companies will have a better capacity and more resources
to adapt, to innovate and to explore new markets. Concentration may potentially have positive effects in terms of logistic
efficiency and cost reduction, but could also represent an area of vulnerability for the food system. Some claim that
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bigger enterprises manage to ensure cheaper produce and are more efficient in securing quality. In Spain, the small
dimension of firms has been pointed out as a major constraint for innovation and export orientation.
4.

Food poverty

In the EU countries food poverty is not always regarded as a major problem –at least at a systemic level –whereas much
more attention is dedicated to specific vulnerable groups, namely the poor in their various articulations (the unemployed,
lonely parents, immigrants, etc). In this case focus is more on the overall life conditions of those groups (with food being
oneof their deprivations, perhaps the most dramatic and the more exemplary) more than on the capability of the food
system to provide cheap(er) food. This interpretation is confirmed by the presence of "poverty" in the factors list.
Food affordability in itself is present in various countries as an issue, but the emphasis is less on food prices than on
household income (like in the cases of Italy and Spain) or on poverty (Austria and Finland). In these cases the effects of
economic crisis enlarge the range of socio-economic layers wich are, or perceived to be, vulnerable, but the food system
capability to provide cheap food is less blamed than the overall economic conditions ij which portions of the population
live (or are at risk to live). Perhaps most surprisingly, the return of food poverty is mentioned among the vulnerabilities in
the Dutch case.
5.

Unhealthy dietary patterns

Unhealthy food habits concern not only bad dietary choices in terms of the food eaten, but also in terms of lifestyle
habits, such as timing of meals. Diets are of course central in this vulnerability and they are generally associated with
processes of modernisation, for example, in Lithuania it is associated with the changes brought by independence. The
so-called “dietary transition” has occurred in both developed and developing countries; this transition refers to less
consumption of foods which are high in fibre and higher consumption levels of foods which are high in salt, sugar and fat.
As part of this, in emerging economies there has been a notable ‘meatification’ of diets. This is a widespread vulnerability
with all countries except the Netherlands and Finland mentioning it.
This dietary transition, in addition to having environmental and economic implications, has implications for the health and
well-being of citizens The consequences of these dietary patterns are being overweight and obese which lead to an
increase in non-communicable disease like cardiovascular diseases (like heart attacks and stroke), cancers, chronic
respiratory diseases (such as chronic obstructed pulmonary disease and asthma) and diabetes.
Unhealthy food consumption habits are widely debated in the media. Three inter-related types of unhealthy dietary
patterns can be identified: the consumption of the so-called junk foods; the abnormal intake of some nutrients (fats and
sugars); eating prepared meals in restaurants and food outlets, sometimes with no control on the quality of raw materials
used and on the safety conditions in which food is stored and cooked. The latter extends to the use of purchasing ready
meals to be eaten at home without cooking. While all countries mention the results of bad dietary patterns (obesity, etc.)
as being on the increase, there are also signs of a counter-reaction such as a large number of articles about healthy
eating choices, good nutrition, etc.
The role of advertising is also relevant. The UK report underlines “choice editing” as a relevant factor in dietary patterns:
the capacity to select and edit the choice available for consumers shapes the potential for FNS.
These circumstances of food insecurity are closely linked to sedentary and/or stressful lifestyles, with no time for buying,
cooking and enjoying food. This is linked with the unbalanced distribution of the meals throughout the day, with reliance
on one meal which is too large – usually at dinner, or with continuous eating throughout the day. Also there is an
important incidence of food deserts, for example in the UK, where healthy and nutritious food is not accessible for their
residents, posing extra barriers to achieve FNS.
Certain marginalised groups are particularly vulnerable to food and nutritional insecurity as they suffer from unequal
financial or physical access to healthy foods. Some groups are more at risk than others: with regard to junk food and
over-consumption of fats and sugars, teenagers and elders seem to be more at risk, though the problem is present to
some extent across the various ages and social levels.
Another group which is vulnerable to unhealthy food habits is people with poor nutritional knowledge or cooking skills.
This was a vulnerability identified in Austria and Latvia, but is also relevant to other countries, including those which have
a rich culinary heritage, like Italy. The importance of knowledge is reinforced by the huge marketing budgets of global
food production enterprises that are often used to encourage unhealthy consumption. Food is also a part of cultural selfrepresentation: popular culture as well as distorted self-perception may cause harmful food intake. And finally, lack of
knowledge results in uncritical acceptance of convenient choices – the rapid rhythm of everyday life and quick/ easy
access to unhealthy goods results in lifestyle oriented unhealthy choices.
A key question that emerges in relation to this vulnerability is responsibility: are individuals solely responsible for their
(lack of) knowledge and the choices that they make, or is there a social and political responsibility as well? What is the
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role of advertising in shaping dietary patterns? Many consumers in Europe are characterised as lacking knowledge about
how to choose, cook and preserve food in a way that retains its nutritional value.
6.

Threats to food safety

Unsafe food refers to all foods consumed that may lead to illness or even death. This vulnerability is characterised by
numerous food safety scares and scandals, particularly in relation to livestock products, which have been heavily
covered by the media, leading some to point out that the issue is given too much importance by the media and that in
fact food safety is quite high in Europe.
Food can be unsafe because of contamination caused by frauds or accidents at any stage of the food chain - from food
production to consumption. Food production, processing and preservation involve a wide range of technologies and
logistical arrangements aimed at preventing contamination.
Both industrialized practices of intensive livestock and farming on the one hand, and family farming on the other, can
involve risks to food safety. By focusing on reducing costs intensive production is more likely to create conditions for the
emergence and spread of diseases. Long-distance transportation and the global trade system that comes with intensified
production raise specific challenges for food safety. The media in Italy, for example, raise the issue of the long distances
of transportation and period of storage of grains and cereals. On the other hand, food in family farming systems may be
vulnerable to contamination risks due to scarce or inadequate controls.
7.

Biodiversity loss

This vulnerability area refers to both wild and agro-biodiversity (and the former is of course not separate from the latter,
for example, pollinators). These are two distinct but interrelated characters of a dynamic and resilient ecosystem,
considered as a result of the continuous interaction of nature and human activities. Agro-biodiversity is also a
fundamental asset for a farming system whose diversification (by the use of multiple crops and/or varieties and breeds
within each species), makes it more flexible and able to cope with external factors. Hedges, crop rotation and
diversification contribute to safeguarding biodiversity. Furthermore, the availability of different varieties may better meet
the needs of consumers with different tastes, food habits, allergies and intolerances.
Climate change is a threat for both wild and agro-biodiversity by changing the habitat where species live. Some species
might not be able to adapt and therefore disappear. At the same time, reduced biodiversity makes farming less resilient
to climate change.
Intensive production systems go hand-in-hand with product standardisation in retail markets, together promoting monocultures (often of standardised varieties and sometimes of GMOs) and increased pesticide use and pollution, which
negatively impact on biodiversity. Genetically homogenous crops are less resilient to new pathologies, pests or bad
weather. Biodiversity is also under threat by increasing size of farm structures, which is a feature of intensive production
systems, as evidenced in Ireland. First, as farm sizes increase, hedgerows -unique habitats to a range of plant and
animal species- are removed. Second, as hedgerows are removed, beneficial species are also removed, requiring the
application of greater volumes of chemical pesticides.
GMOs deserve a special mention in this context, being welcomed by some as the key to a wise and focused genetic
diversification, and contested by others (for leading to a further massive genetic standardization with unpredictable
impacts on systems resilience). Contamination by GMOs is another threat to biodiversity. Pollution includes high rates of
fertiliser use: the levels of phosphorous in and around arable land in Flanders, for example, are up to 10 times too high
for the development of plant-rich grasslands. Loss of bee populations due to agrochemical use is another example.
It should be noted that some voices claim that increased productivity through more intensive production methods is
necessary to preserve biodiversity by sparing further land from being brought under agricultural use. Opponents of this
view maintain that biodiversity is integral to healthy agro-ecosystems and that wild and cultivated biodiversity are on a
continuum.
8.

Inadequate food governance and policy

Policies and policy-making play crucial roles in determining FSN outcomes in all domains, and the lack of coherent and
effective policies is often debated in Europe. Public budget cuts on one side and the difficult planning and implementation
of food policies represent other aspects of this vulnerability area.
Key policy areas that have been mentioned as suffering from appropriate policy include: food assistance policies (Italy),
public procurement (Italy), regulations that negatively impact on local and organic food systems (Belgium and Latvia),
and subsidies and CAP (Finland).
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In addition to specific policy areas, there are deficiencies in terms of processes of policy-making and governance. First,
there is a fragmentation of public policies that affect FNS, for instance tackling health policies separately from public
procurement or the agricultural policy. This fragmentation further weakens the capacity of public regulation as well as the
enforcement of those regulations, for example the difficulty in implementing measures such as sugar taxes or reforming
public procurement laws in the UK. Second, there is lack of coherent political action because of traditional short-term
approach of policy making. Finally, regional decentralisation, for example in Spain, has brought policy making closer to
citizens in many aspects, yet it sometimes produces unequal and contradictory regional responses to common problems.
Governance is also about local level processes and the opportunities for participation in democratic decision-making by
citizens. In the UK and Lithuania democracy and enlarging participation in decision making constitute a key vulnerability
area. People do not have the space to give their opinion and take decisions on the governance of the food system.
Consumers are excluded from food system regulation. There is an absence of civic control which could introduce new
modes of food system functioning.
Opposing views about the role of public policies, and in general the state, are recurrent themes in regard to governance
and policy, particularly in the context of welfare reforms to minimise public budget costs, as well as the externalisation of
state functions to private actors. Those at political and institutional levels tend to take a neoliberal approach, framing
responsibility for FNS at a devolved individual level.
9.

Lack of accurate information

Access to reliable and transparent information is a key issue for various stakeholders in the food chain, from producers to
consumers, and particularly the media and policy makers. Consumers are seen as unable to make informed decisions
because of lack of accurate information.
In the UK and Latvia there have been calls for better labelling systems, not only stating the accurate origin of the product
and its contents, but also prices and environmental and social impacts.
10. Farm survival
The survival of farms is an issue throughout Europe but is specifically mentioned as a key vulnerability by Spain, Latvia,
Netherlands and Austria, though other countries do mention it in the context of land competition, expansion of intensive
production, global trade, etc. Farmers are living under a price-cost squeeze which reduces farmers’ margins and,
consequently, deteriorates their income.
Although this vulnerability affects farmers in a generalized way, small and medium farms are more vulnerable due to their
constraints to take advantage of economies of scale. Austria is an example of this: agriculture is still based
predominantly on small-scale family farms (92%), however, there is a trend towards larger holdings: since 1996 the
number of farms has been reduced by 30%. Farm structures in Spain have undergone an intense adjustment in the last
decades, with fewer and (physically and economically) larger farms. The process also leads to farmland abandonment,
namely in less productive regions where the land that is released by disappearing farms is not ‘absorbed’ by other
growing holdings. At the same time, export oriented farmers –who are supposed to have better access to markets and to
adopt productive and commercial innovations- are still exposed to tensions in international trade that can dramatically
reduce the demand and provoke rapid price drops. They are also forced to keep down prices in order to gain in export
markets.
A number of negative consequences of the decline in the number of small farms are raised: (i) the loss of productive and
social capital due to the loss of small farmers, who not only produce food but also manage natural resources and
maintain a living countryside; (ii) specialisation increases the dependency of few markets, and (iii) farmland
abandonment could lead to soil deterioration and reduce food production capacity. Despite these concerns, it should be
noted that some actors assess these trends positively: larger and more specialised farms are said to be more
competitive and innovative.
11. Soil fertility degradation
Soil fertility is the ensemble of the physical, chemical and microbiological conditions making the soil suitable for plants,
and requires the presence of a variety of life forms, biomass degradation and retention of nutrients by the soil. The
degradation of soil fertility is not seen as an immediate risk for food availability, but more of a risk for negative economic
effects on the primary sector – agriculture – by putting small farmers under a tightening price-cost squeeze, and to
ecological and landscape degradation. Observed effects include desertification (southern Italy) and a decrease in organic
carbon stocks and micronutrients and, degradation of the physical soil structure leading to erosion and more compact
soils (Belgium). Soil fertility was identified as a vulnerability by only three countries (Italy, Belgium, and UK), but given
that these countries identified it as a problem in intensive production areas and that intensive production is widespread
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throughout much of Europe, it may be safe to assume that the issue is key for other EU countries, though perhaps not
prominent in national media.
Soil fertility is jeopardised by various drivers, key among them intensive production on the one hand, and climate change
and bad weather on the other, but also various processes related to modernisation. In Italy climate change has led to an
unusual alternation of droughts and floods, the latter also being a key problem related to soil fertility degradation in the
UK.
Intensive production, including livestock, involves the following practices which are harmful to soil fertility: overexploitation of soil nutrients without creating the conditions for their renewal, such as through use of animal manure; local
concentration of pollutants through intensive livestock production; continuous use of pesticides and environmental
pollution; changes in cultivar rotation with often an increased share of one crop, such as maize (in Flanders); and shift
from permanent grassland to arable land (Flanders).
Finally, land use change from agriculture to other uses, driven in part by growing populations and urbanisation, but also,
in Italy for example, by the push for renewable energies impact soil use and thus its health.
12. Weather related production losses
Weather related production losses are identified as an important vulnerability in several countries, and the specific
features vary according to the country in question.
Italy has a very varied climate. Its geographic position puts the country at the front line of the fight against desertification,
in particular in the central areas of the south. Some "tropicalization" trends are also increasingly debated, in terms of
occurrences of particularly heavy and concentrated rainfall. Soil depletion is strengthened by the unusual alternation of
droughts and floods.
Production losses are a relevant issue for specific subsectors of the Flemish agricultural sector: hail damage in the fruit
sector (apples, pears, etc.), hail shade to greenhouses and the obligatory slaughtering of animals due to contaminations
or related risks. Hail shade and production losses in the livestock sector are generally to some extent compensated for
through the financial consequences should not be underestimated.
Production losses in the UK are mostly associated to bad weather events, like droughts and floods. Also the fluctuation of
temperatures and rains can negatively affect agricultural production, making UK products like lamb less competitive than
cheaper imports.
13. Limited access to land
This vulnerability refers to the fundamental asset for any agricultural activity: arable land. Concerns about access to land
in Europe are growing and agricultural land is becoming scarcer relative to the demand. It was identified as a key
vulnerability by Italy, UK and Latvia, while other countries have also mentioned access to land in the context of the costprice squeeze on small farms and the drive for further intensification of production.
Access to arable land may be hampered by three mutually reinforcing drivers. First, competition for land (due to
urbanisation, energy production and non-food agricultural activities like biofuels and afforestation) means that there is
less land available for farming. Second, pollution is not only reducing soil fertility (see related vulnerability), but also to a
complete loss of land potentially suitable for farming. Third, the dominance of large farms and the tendency to
consolidation driven by global trade and intensive production also reduces the possibilities of all surrounding small
farmers to access land. Fourth, access to land is even more difficult in urban and suburban areas, where farming is
potentially more attractive because large and affluent markets are geographically close, but land competition is even
stronger. Fifth, even when land is available, high prices and difficulties in access to credit for farmers, and particularly
young and small farmers, obstruct access to land. Land prices are determined by complex factors. In the UK, for
example, even if land is not under full production, the financial value of land and CAP payments make selling
unattractive. Lastly, policies can also promote certain types of land use, such as subsidies for certain land use practices.
14. Diminished water quality and availability
Two countries chose this as vulnerability, and for different reasons. In the UK, water is an issue related to concerns over
high levels of food imports and therefore dependency on virtual water. In Spain the concern is the high rate of water (and
energy) use for industrially produced export crops. Droughts occur periodically in areas of intensive irrigated agriculture
and when there are water restrictions, human consumption and the maintenance of ecological flow are legal priority, so
that irrigation areas suffer from water restrictions. Climate change projections show that droughts are likely to be more
frequent and severe. Technological change is said to be a main adaptation strategy (more modern and efficient irrigation
facilities), but this will not improve the adaptive capacity of farming systems, but only their buffer capacity.
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3. 3 V u ln e ra b l e g r o u p s
From the discussion of vulnerabilities, which are features of the European food system, we move to a discussion of the
actors who experience them: the groups of people who are vulnerable to food and nutrition insecurity in Europe.
Seven vulnerable groups were identified across Europe – many are common to all or most countries, but some only to a
subset. Groups identified by only one country were not included in the list below. Three groups were identified by all
countries: i) the poor (unemployed and working poor), ii) the elderly, and iii) children and adolescents. In some cases
specific groups were mentioned in the national reports which do not appear in the list below because they were identified
as being vulnerable to specific events, but not necessarily in terms of FNS (for example, food distributors in relation to
climate change). Ethnic minorities, im/migrants and refugees are predictably only identified as a vulnerable group in
those countries with large numbers of them (though they are not identified in the Netherlands which has many
immigrants). Small-scale producers are identified as a vulnerable group by a diversity of countries, though not all of them
(Italy, Belgium, Lithuania and Netherlands are missing). Food related illnesses are clearly more of a priority in Belgium
and the Netherlands.
Table 6 - Vulnerable groups and countries

1.

1. The poor, unemployed and working poor

Italy, Belgium, UK, Spain, Latvia, Netherlands, Austria,
Ireland, Lithuania, Finland

2. The elderly

Italy, Belgium, UK, Spain, Latvia, Netherlands, Austria,
Ireland, Lithuania, Finland

3. Children (and adolescents)

Italy, Belgium, UK, Spain, Latvia, Netherlands, Austria,
Ireland, Lithuania, Finland

4. Ethnic minorities, im/migrants (and refugees)

Italy, Belgium, UK, Spain, Ireland, Finland

5. Small-scale producers

UK, Spain, Latvia, Austria, Finland, Ireland

6. Remote rural dwellers

Italy, Spain, Latvia, Ireland, Austria

7. People with food-related illnesses

Belgium, Netherlands

The poor, unemployed and working poor

Poverty used to be seen as an issue for developing countries, but with the onset of the economic crisis, there are
growing concerns about impacts of rising food prices in Europe. The economic crisis has changed the face of poverty,
including food poverty, in Europe and this group was identified as vulnerable by almost all the countries. The numbers of
people depending on food assistance is rising, including among the working poor. Unemployed people and people
receiving benefits are hit hard by increased living costs, including rising food prices, as well as recent cuts and changes
to the welfare system. At the same time, some articles portray a picture of laziness and poor people making bad
purchasing choices.
In countries more heavily impacted by the economic crisis, like Italy, food poverty has moved from being a concern of
specific and marginalised groups, to become a major issue a new and much h larger group, the “working poor”. This
group includes single parents, young persons with precarious jobs, and retired workers with low pensions. Even groups
that are not strictly poor need to economise and spend less on food, shifting to cheaper products like bread and pasta.
Yet even in the UK which has been less hit by the crisis, users of food aid – mostly in the form of food banks – are on the
rise. These poor people include homeless people, but here also they are increasingly unemployed people on benefits as
well as the growing numbers of the working poor. Similarly, the number of households in the Netherlands relying on the
help of food banks has almost tripled in the last year. Poverty, and especially child poverty, is a key political issue in
Belgium. In agricultural media, poverty among farmers has come to the foreground, including living conditions and
uncertainty for small farmers.
Lack of supporting networks (of friends, family, colleagues) might add to the difficulties in overcoming this vulnerability.
2.

The elderly

The elderly are an important group as Europe is generally aging rapidly and they are definitely a risk group in relation to
FNS (insufficient nutrition, and to some extent obesity), though this is not always sufficiently reflected by the media. In
Belgium and the UK over 10% of the elderly are malnourished and in the former 45 % are at risk of malnourishment.
Causes include social marginalisation, isolation and lack of mobility, as well as health and economic problems.
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The nutritional deficiencies of the elderly are often associated with isolation and lack of assistance for cooking or buying,
as reported in the Spanish media. Malnourishment amongst the elderly is a very common issue in the Netherlands,
especially amongst elderly that live without any support from caregivers. In Ireland the elderly may lack physical access
to nutritional food and may also face utilization factors whereby they are not in the position to cook nutritious meals. In
remote areas in Finland access to food is a problem for many elderly people without their own means of transportation
due to the closure of village shops.
A strong interrelation with chronic diseases exists, as many elderly suffer from one or more chronic illnesses that making
it harder for some to eat properly (e.g. swallowing problems), get enough physical activity, etc. The overall perception of
the elderly about food served in nursing homes (and in hospitals) is very negative in Belgium, and in Italy there is
criticism of lack of special diets for the elderly in hospitals.
There are mixed views across the countries about the economic factors involved in malnutrition of the elderly. In the UK
the elderly are mostly mentioned in relation to food banks (increase in older people - particularly people who have
worked their whole lives and lost their jobs just before reaching retirement age) and hospital admissions (growing
number of older people arriving at hospital suffering from malnutrition). Similarly, the elderly are disproportionately
affected by poverty: in Austria and Finland many low-income pensioners are in continuous need of food aid. On the other
hand, in Spain the problem is not seen as one of affordability, even though their pensions have fallen in real terms and,
in many cases, pensioners have become the only sustenance of their children and grandchildren. In Italy, the economic
difficulties that the elderly may face are not really debated in relation to FNS.
In terms of how to respond to this factor, several issues are raised in national debates. In Finland there has been
moderate media debate and public discussion about the nutrition and frequency of meals at elderly care facilities – and
the findings of a study on the issue led to a strong public outcry. The resources and attitudes of care home personnel is
discussed, as well as weakening family relations and, consequently, negligence towards elderly family members may
expose elderly people to food insecurity. In the Netherlands, malnutrition among the elderly feeds a national debate on
the best way to invest public funds for public health.
3.

Children (and adolescents)

The nutritional content of the diet of children is a major issue across all countries. There is alarm about the growing rate
of overweight and obesity among children and teenagers. Sedentary lifestyles and the preference for industrial sweet or
salty foods versus fresh fruits and vegetables are often debated as the causes of the spread of obesity. Poverty and
impacts of the economic crisis on infants and children have been raised as key issues. One in seven children in the UK
are going to school hungry, including 820,000 children missing breakfast at least once a week due to economic reasons,
with impacts on their school performance.
Economic factors merge with social factors: children that grow up in single parents families and in families living below
the poverty line are particularly vulnerable (even though, as in the UK, there are reports that child obesity appears in
middle class families as well, due to changing lifestyles). Children are one of the most exposed groups to food and
nutrition insecurity for several factors rooted in their context. First, they do not have the means to protect themselves and
would feel the most pronounced consequences of insufficient food intake. Second, they are less educated about healthy
food consumption and thus they are more exposed to unhealthy choices and frequent target group of marketing
activities. Third, children are seen as having unhealthy food habits: unwilling to eat school meals, having easy access to
snacks and fast food, lack of parental control, and less cooking in households and more consumption of ready-made
products.
In terms of mitigating this factor, the role of school meals are a recurring issue in many European countries, though there
is also some debate on the relative roles of schools versus parents. In Belgium some schools are promoting free hot
meals, and eating fruits and other healthy and local snacks. Initiatives such as breakfast clubs have proliferated in the
UK as well as an extension of free school meals to over a million primary school children, as well as related education
activities. In the Netherlands more sport is introduced at school. Public sector budget constraints in Italy and their
impacts on school meals is a concern, and for some, particularly the risks to projects aiming at delivering "special" meals
(local, organic). In Finland many children are skipping school meals and so the quality and taste of school meals have
been challenged. Also the fact that school kitchens have to be able to prepare lunches at very cheap prices has attracted
some attention in the media. Organised school lunches are rarely discussed in the Netherlands, unlike in other EU
countries where this is the norm.
Despite the warning statistics on obesity among children, this issue is hardly discussed in terms of policy-based
solutions. In Belgium there is some discussion of a “fat tax”. In Lithuania there has been discussion in the media on the
local ban to sell energy drinks to minors. Public health costs of growing childhood obesity are a concern in the UK and
Spain.
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4.

Ethnic minorities, im/migrants
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(and refugees)

The issue of im/migrants in Europe is a complex issue with many debates and controversies that also touch on issues
related to the food system. There are very high-profile debates at the national and European levels about immigration
which are becoming increasingly polarised, with conservative parties wanting to restrict the entrance of im/migrants to
the EU. Im/migrants are also clearly a vulnerable group. In Belgium, for example, the risk of poverty is five times higher
among non-EU citizens as compared to EU citizens. In the UK immigrants are mentioned mostly in relation to being not
eligible to work or claim benefits, and therefore resort to food banks, and some are said to be abusing the system.
Im/migrants suffer not only from low, but also unstable incomes. In addition, they also suffer from social marginalisation
and discrimination. Lack of adequate work impacts im/migrants even harder than local populations because they lack the
social and family networks to which Europeans have been able to resort. At the same time, im/migrant remittances
contribute to FNS back home. On the consumption side, the challenges of feeding im/migrants with different food habits
and cultures, especially in school programmes, is discussed in several countries. Donated charity food in Finland doesn’t
always meet the needs, food safety standards or cultural/religious conditions. At least in Belgium but probably also in
other countries, some immigrant communities eat more sugared products and report less physical activity; consequently,
obesity is a serious problem, especially among women.
On the production side, media often report the hard living conditions of agricultural workers, mostly with ‘illegal’ status in
the country. A considerable number of employees in the Flemish agricultural sector are migrants (13% EU citizens). The
relation with food security is twofold: their insufficient and inadequate diet (with no access to any health service), and the
fact that their exploitation and the deprivation they suffer are the base upon which cheap fruit and vegetables are
produced and delivered to consumers. Farmers and other food chain employers in the UK have warned of the negative
consequences of any anti-migration policies for their business in terms of food prices and quality of work respectively.
There is also a governance and policy challenge – and failure – in relation to migrants in Europe. In Italy the feeding of
migrants coming on boats is sometimes seen as an emergency issue, rather than a feature of the food system. In Spain,
there is criticism of the lack of sound and coherent political action and lack of any specific policy action focused on
migrants.
5.

Small-scale producers

Small-scale producers as a vulnerable group are mentioned in many of the countries, though some, like the UK refer to it
as an issue for developing countries only. In other countries farmers are seen as facing low/unstable incomes that hinder
their access to food. In Spain and Latvia there is concern that in the current context of globalised food chains, small and
medium farmers are subjected to a price/cost squeeze that they cannot confront by the way of economies of scale and
that reduces progressively their income. This trend is aggravated by their weak bargaining power in relation to other
actors of the food chain, not only in terms of prices, but also of payment delays, quality requirements, etc. In many cases,
the very profile of the average farmer (aged) hinders the adoption of innovations in production and management.
Reference to producers in the UK as vulnerable is seldom mentioned, only as “business survival” and therefore the need
to buy local and direct, but there are no clear references that these low incomes might actually mean being in poverty.
In terms of stability and control, small farmers face structural changes, upcoming free trade agreements, concentration
tendencies in the retail sector, and changes in agricultural policy support, including of course the CAP. There are some
regional specificities with the CAP, which is a fairly common point of concern throughout Europe. In Finland for example,
the CAP is criticised for not recognising the special features of the arctic conditions of agriculture in Finland. In Latvia the
common interpretation presented in media is that small-scale producers will not withstand the pressure coming from
global food chains without institutional support.
6.

Remote rural dwellers

As societies urbanise, households and communities living in remote areas may be vulnerable to weaknesses in food
distribution and retail logistics, as well as being victims of a homogenous industrial food basket. This may arise either
when local production is not sufficient or sufficiently varied or when most corner shops are forced to close for untenable
competition in the local market. In fact, the concentration of the food-retailing sector is leaving territorial vacuums not
covered by a traditional retailing in retreat. The lack of clear territorial policies leaves the food supply in the hands of
private companies for whom small-scale sparse demand is not profitable. Access to retailers requires cars and mobility
which are not easily accessible to all inhabitants, particularly the elderly who make up a large part of remote rural
populations.
In addition, rural populations often have lower income and less employment possibilities and in some places, like Austria,
rural infrastructures are shrinking. Furthermore, while some can grow their own food, this can also be used against them
like in Latvia, for example, where their potential self-sufficiency is used as an excuse to avoid tackling problems in rural
food systems. People with food-related illnesses
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National reports referred to both migrants (people who come to Europe but do not necessary settle in one country) and immigrants
(people who come to Europe to settle in one place) without necessarily making a distinction between them. For this reason in this report
we refer to “im/migrants” to cover both terms.

28

WP2 Report on EU meanings and controversies of FNS and vulnerabilities in Europe
Chronic diseases are a growing issue in both the Netherlands and Belgium. An increased number of citizens - of all ages
- are confronted with chronic diseases. According to media reports, many of these chronic diseases, like hypertension
and diabetes, can be directly related to food consumption patterns. Almost one third (5.3 million) of the Dutch population
is suffering from one or more chronic diseases (diabetes, coronary heart disease, cancer and arthritis). Especially in the
case of diabetes, coronary heart disease and some cancers, a link with food is indicated.
Other possible consequences of obesity include infertility, depression and anxiety disorders. The incidence of obesity is
higher amongst lower educated people and lowest amongst higher educated people. In both the Netherlands and
Belgium, immigrants from certain regions of the world are more often overweight or obese.
Most people suffering from one or more chronic diseases are elderly, people with lower levels of education, and the poor.
In Belgium aspects of psychological health are also included in the debate on food. Public media very often report on
causes of burn-out and strategies to avoid it. Depression is a serious problem in Belgium and is associated with a high
level of suicides. Both physical activity and a healthy diet are mentioned in this context.
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4 FRAMES

4. 1. C o mp a rat iv e re a d in g o f t h e n at io n al f ra m es
The national reports identified sets of frames shaping the public debate on FNS in each of the surveyed countries. This
chapter gives a comparative reading of the analyses presented in the national reports with the aim of identifying a crossnational set of frames while at the same time taking into account the specificities emerging for single countries or groups
of countries.
The sets of national frames identified in each country are shown in Table 7.

Table 7 - Frames from each of the national reports with first indicative aggregations

Notes:
1.

2.
3.

The position given to each frame in each column, as well as the colours given, help the reader to appreciate at
a glance some commonalities and differences across countries. In particular, similar national frames are
represented in the same row. Similar colours (or different shades of the same colour) are generally meant to
indicate slightly different contents even when frames have the same name and/or are displayed in the same
row.
The Dutch frames have been differently sized because their definition followed a different logic (an overall
dichotomy instead of the identification of a set of more specific frames).
The last column on the right shows the final set of relevant frames for the whole group of countries examined.

If we look at the methodology applied for the identification of frames in relation to the set defined in the Italian pilot report,
three groups of reports can be identified. A first group (Belgium, Ireland, and Austria) adopted the set adopted by the
pilot report which was deemed applicable to their national debates. The frames were here merely adapted to the national
specificities and assessed in their relevance. On the opposite side of the spectrum, the Dutch report followed a
completely different approach, synthesizing the debate within the dichotomy of two narratives: "Food is global" vs. "Food
is local". The remaining Reports (UK, Spain, Latvia, Lithuania and Finland) adopted similar set of frames as the one
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adopted in the pilot report, but with more or less radical differences. Obviously the two main approaches gave different
results, but consistent and comparable for two parallel reasons, already anticipated in the Methodology Chapter.
The frames that were "confirmed" by the first group present nevertheless specificities which enrich the contents
suggested in the pilot report and ground them in each country's context. Some of the new frames identified by the
second group do share some contents with some of the pilot report frames, and hence were merged with them. This an
interesting element to consider because labelling certain contents with a specific wording not only reflects researchers'
preferences, but also describes how these contents are actually perceived and regarded in that specific country. In more
general terms, frames identified by the same wording can reveal different contents, and different names can lead to
conceptually similar contents. Two examples can clarify this point (these and other relevant cases will be described in the
next section).
•

•

The frame "Quality" is often linked to a concept of food quality grounded in the relation with a terroir, and with
local or regional traditions. The Austrian and the UK reports present a Quality frame, but in the first case
emphasis is given to food safety and reliability, and in the second to the nutritional value (whereas the link with
the territory is explicitly left aside).
The frame "Mediterranean diet" identified in the Spanish report can be considered as a variant of the Quality
frame as identified in other countries. The emphasis given to this specific diet is analogous, for example, to the
attention for regional traditions in the Italian Quality frame, for which the reference Mediterranean diet plays an
important rhetoric role.

4. 2 F r o m n a t io n a l f r a me s t o t h e s et o f E U f r am es
The comparative reading of the 72 national frames led to the identification of a set of 12 "EU frames", whose relevance
goes beyond single countries, yet which are not necessarily to be extended to all the countries examined.
The basic set retained in the present Comparative report is given by the eight frames identified and suggested by the
Italian pilot report. Most of the frames defined in the other countries can be referred more or less explicitly to those eight
(while enriching them and widening their scope). In other cases, frames were not likely to be aggregated within the initial
set, so that four additional frames were identified: Citizenship, Regulatory, Individualism, and Patriotism.
Table 8 shows the list of EU frames identified, with a short description and the list of the countries associated with each
one. The indication of the countries refers to the reports where each frame was identified, with the exclusion of those in
which that frame was identified but considered "minor", and with the addition (in a few cases) of countries where
elements characterizing the frame have been recognized, though the frame was not formally listed as such.
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Table 8 - Final set of EU frames
Frame

Short description

Countries where relevant

Ecological

The main threats to the future of food and nutrition security
are related to the ecological sustainability of production and
consumption patterns.

ITA BEL IRE AUT UK SPA FIN

Free trade

Food should be freely traded throughout the world. Market
forces and comparative advantages make this the most
efficient solution.

ITA BEL IRE AUT UK SPA FIN
NED

Quality

FNS is reinforced by quality food production and that
quality must be seen in relation to territories and traditions.

ITA BEL AUT UK SPA NED

Social

FNS is seen in terms of food poverty, considered as an
outcome of broader socio-economic inequalities and social
marginalization.

ITA BEL IRE UK SPA FIN

Solidarity

In a market-based society with a limited welfare state, the
food needs of vulnerable people can be met by charity and
non-profit sectors.

ITA BEL IRE AUT UK SPA LAT

Sovereignty

Local communities have the right to control their food
system (starting from the seed sector) without being ruled
by external powerful forces.

ITA IRE AUT SPA LAT NED

Citizenship

Individual consumers' awareness and commitment are
crucial for the responsible consumption of food,
transparency, and respect for the environment.

AUT LAT LIT NED

Technology

Science and technology offer solutions to the challenges
food systems are facing: the need to increase productivity
and to maintain constant levels of production.

ITA BEL IRE UK SPA LIT FIN
NED

Wholesomeness

FNS is mainly considered in terms of food safety, nutritional
contents and food-related lifestyles. Standards, controls
and information are the solution.

ITA BEL IRE AUT UK LAT LIT
FIN

Individualism

Individuals have the possibility to access adequate and
safe food. If they are not able to do so, it is simply their fault
and their responsibility.

UK LAT LIT FIN

Regulatory

The role of the State is crucial in establishing rules and
implementing policies governing food production and food
chain organization.

AUT UK SPA

Patriotism

The State and large national business actors have the
capacity to provide an adequate food supply to their
citizens, who must trust them.

LIT FIN
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Table 9 shows how the final set of frames was defined starting from the ten groups identified in each national context.

Table 9 - From national to common frames

Notes:
1.
2.

This is simply an "operational" figure highlighting how the comparison has been carried out.
Arrows indicate cases in which some contents of a national frame are considered in the description of an EU
frame in a different row (there are national frames which "contribute" to defining more than one EU frame, as
clearly visible).

3. As already stated, the Dutch frames have been listed aside because their definition followed a different logic
(an overall dichotomy instead of the identification of a set of specific frames).

4. 3. D et ai le d d e sc r ip t io n o f f r am e s
A more detailed description of each frame is given below (more details and references are given in the description of
each frame in the national reports).

Ecological
The Ecological frame is present across all countries, without any particular specificities, with the exception of the two
Baltic countries, Lithuania and Latvia. In these countries environmental concerns are not completely absent, but they are
confined within the discourses centred on healthiness and ecological sustainability of food habits, as presented in the
frames "Food democracy” and “Food citizenship" (see also the comments made on these frames in the description of the
frame "Sovereignty").
The frame is based on the assumption that the main threats to the future of food and nutrition security are related to the
ecological sustainability of our way of life, and caring for nature is a condition for human well-being, in terms of food and
nutrition and also beyond. Safeguarding natural resources for ourselves and for the future generations is the cornerstone
of this vision.
These concerns are also shared by other discourses and narratives, yet it is the emphasis with which they are
underlined, and the central place they have in the narrative that define the "ecological frame" as one of the most common
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and specific frames for FNS. Moreover, envisaged solutions rely more on respect for natural equilibriums and on the
reduction of our impacts than on the potential of technological development.
With regard to agricultural production, as mentioned, a cautious attitude towards new technologies is another feature of
this frame. This does not mean that research and technology are only blamed for being dangerous to the environment.
Rather, there is concern for some specific technological developments (mostly GMOs). The frame underlines the need
for more environmentally friendly production techniques. Green production methods, like organic agriculture, are thereby
often considered as the most viable solution to guarantee safe environments, ecological sustainability and healthy food
for people.
In Italy this frame emphasized the link between environmental protection and the protection of a range of agricultural
biodiversity (varieties and traditions) jeopardized by the introduction of standardized production methods.

Free trade
Within the Free trade frame it is argued that food should be freely traded throughout the world. This would ensure better
production conditions, easier access to affordable food and a large variety for consumer choice. Its fundamentals can be
found in the comparative advantages doctrine, as underlined by the UK and the Spanish reports.
This frame is formally present (with a slightly differentiated wording) in seven of the ten countries analysed, but with
different and sometimes contrasting emphasis and approaches, as detailed below.
1.

2.

3.

4.

In Italy the Free trade frame can actually be considered as a sort of "hidden frame", since it is rarely argued
explicitly, at least with regard to the food sector and to FNS. The Free trade approach is more taken for granted in
sources that do not challenge the current trends in global trade relations and tensions. The most sensitive issues,
like the TTIP, are also not often addressed in the public debate.
In other countries the Free trade frame has been recognized, but with a very different meaning. Free trade issues
are contested and the risks for national producers and consumers as a consequence of exposure to global markets
are underlined. This is the case for Austria, Belgium, Ireland (where it is argued that trade deregulation created food
security problems, leaving individuals and consumers to face them), and to some extent Finland (where the
discussion on global trade represented by the "Global markets frame" is intertwined with the one on subsides and
CAP rules). In these cases (at least the first two), the positions expressed resemble the Sovereignty frame more
than the Free trade frame.
In the UK, the country’s history of trade and its current high reliance on food imports prevents the emergence of
many voices against international free trade. Hence a clearer pro-free trade position emerges. The Dutch “Food is
Global” frame is similar to this.
The Spanish "Export-oriented” frame resembles some of the free trade issues, with more emphasis on the
importance of a competitive, export-oriented food sector as an economic lever for the country. According to the
researchers, this is not exactly a free trade frame, as it does not use classical free trade arguments (comparative
advantage, win-win trade arrangements, developing world opportunities), and because food imports are only
considered with regard to food safety and to the possibility of reducing costs.

As a result, the countries where this frame is actually present with some relevance can be reduced to two or three
countries, mainly in the north-western part of Europe. It must be underlined that this low visibility in the public debates
contrasts with the strength this frame has in shaping, or at least supporting, the main trends in the overall policies. In this
sense what was a somehow "hidden frame" in the Italian case, becomes a more evident and emerging frame at
European level.
Quality
The key concept of the Quality frame, as identified in the pilot report, is that food and nutrition security is the outcome of
quality food production and that quality must be seen in relation to territories and traditions. Local traditions, artisanal
processing, and local varieties are the base on which diversified, genuine and healthy food can be produced, and a
range of related ecosystem services (landscape safeguard, economic diversification in the countryside etc.) can be
delivered. Besides, this concept of quality strengthens the competitiveness of local productions in the global markets,
making it possible for small and medium scale farmers to survive.
At least in Italy (and Spain, as argued below) the relation between food quality and FNS is expressed by the connection
established between the Mediterranean diet and healthy nutrition styles. An internationally popular advocate of this frame
is Slow Food founder Carlo Petrini, who often connects regional-based quality food with ecological and social
sustainability.
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A Quality frame has been identified in five countries: Italy, Austria, Belgium and the UK. Different meanings are present
within this common labelling.
In particular the Austrian and the UK frames deal less with territories and traditions, and more with a classic definition of
food quality based on nutritional value, reliability and healthiness. In this sense, their themes and rhetoric can also (or
mainly) be merged with other frames, the Regulatory and the Wholesomeness, as shown below. A similar content is
expressed by the Spanish frame "Mediterranean diet", which is considered by the researchers as "paradoxically not
territorially founded", and in which the rediscovery of traditional productions has been the starting point of discourse
centred on the nutritional value of food and sustainable production.
Social
The Social frame is focused on food poverty, considered as an outcome of broader socio-economic inequalities, uneven
development and social marginalization. Hence, food poverty is presented less as a direct outcome of the food and
nutrition system than as a consequence of poverty in a wider sense. This frame is recognizable when food povertyrelated issues are addressed with regard to the overall causes of poverty, like rising unemployment, income reduction,
and social marginalization, and are said to require structural and multi-sectorial responses. An efficient welfare state is
often regarded as the solution, but some sources argue in favour of deeper socio-economic structural change.
The frame is present in six countries (the exception being Austria and the two Baltic states) where social issues seem, on
the one hand to be less present (see also the presence of the Individualistic frame), and on the other to be absorbed
within a more patriotic or nationalistic narrative (see the Food nationalism frame). In the Dutch report Social frame-like
issues are accounted for in the description of the vulnerability "Return of food poverty", a process which is connected by
some sources to the withdrawal of the welfare state and to the dominance of the neo-liberal discourse.
In some countries (Italy and Spain) the relevance of this frame in the public debate is explicitly associated with the effects
of the economic crisis. In the same countries, as well as in Finland, it is underlined how food poverty is just a part of a
much wider socio-economic deprivation, but that it attracts a lot of attention because of the symbolic value of food. As
argued in the Italian and Finnish reports, the presence of food deprived people in rich countries is certainly not tolerable
but is even shocking.
The UK content of this frame is perhaps more theoretical - based as it is in the consideration that people are arbitrarily
born with distinct endowments and that social justice should aim at correcting these unfair conditions, but not apparently
different in the aims.
Finally the Belgian report connects this frame with the debate on high-tech food, underlining how certain technological
developments, like GMOs, may have socially unacceptable consequences and may not be a solution for hunger and
food poverty.
Solidarity
According to the Solidarity frame, in a competitive market-oriented society and in a period characterized by the reduction
of the welfare state, the food needs of deprived and vulnerable people can be met by charity and non-profit sectors.
There is a difference with the Social frame, which emphasizes how social and economic conditions should enable people
to access appropriate food, whereas the Solidarity frame focuses more on the needs than on the causes of deprivation.
As argued by the Irish report, the Solidarity approach emerges in response to both market and State failures.
There is a clear, explicit moral basis in the care for the less fortunate, often though not necessarily expressed with the
rhetoric of the Christian tradition and with reference to religious values.
The frame is present in eight countries. Apart from the Dutch with their particular approach to frames, the only missing
countries are Finland, but also in Lithuania it is considered a minor discourse in a debate dominated by productivist,
individualistic and nationalistic approaches (see frames below).
No main differences or specificities are recorded between countries, with the interesting exception of the UK, where the
Solidarity frame is expressed in relation to the perspective of building a "Big society". This is a UK based concept
proposed by the Conservative party which aims to integrate the free market with a theory of social solidarity based on
voluntarism. The promotion of community and solidarity spirit and community empowerment is the specific solutions
suggested within this narrative.
The appropriation of the rhetoric of solidarity by powerful mainstream actors of the food chain is an emerging feature in
the European context, and it is explicitly noticed in the Belgian context.
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Finally, an explicit link between the solidarity discourse and the ethical scandal of food waste is suggested by various
reports (Belgium, Italy, and Austria), the main point being that some people - or some food systems components - waste
food, whereas the poor cannot afford adequate nutrition.
Sovereignty
The Sovereignty frame clearly echoes the international debate on food sovereignty, often focused on developing
countries but raised also with regard to the industrialized countries. This frame is centred on the communities' right to
hold control over their food system (starting from the seed sector) without bending to external powerful forces, being
either globalised rules or corporate interests. This will bring food security at the considered geographical level.
In general terms the discourse is articulated around some key concerns like 1. GMOs diffusion and control on seeds and
local biodiversity (often recorded in Italy); 2. Community empowerment and degree of self-determination vs. powerful
public and private actors (mentioned for example in the UK); 3. Dependency on global markets and on financial volatility.
The frame is present in all the surveyed countries with the exception of Finland and the usual peculiarity of the
Netherlands. It is worth noting, anyway, that a part of the issues characterizing the Dutch frame "Food is local" frame be
described by the EU Sovereignty frame. Similarly, in the Latvian case we find a "Livelihood" frame which shares some
important features with the Sovereignty frame, being focused on ordinary people struggle against indifferent and
incompetent, possibly corrupt, policy makers.
Conversely, not all the countries where the frame is identified can be grouped together. The Lithuanian "Food
sovereignty" frame represent ideas that do not fit coherently in the Sovereignty approach as defined by the others.
Sovereignty is meant here in terms of national control on the food system, without considering communities
empowerment. Hence, it has been merged on another frame: the "Food nationalism", described in the following. Besides,
in two of the countries where the frame is identified, Belgium and the UK, it is almost exclusively referred to developing
countries, so it does not directly describe narratives used in the domestic FNS debate, and in Ireland is deemed a minor
frame.
Citizenship
A slightly different approach is given by the "Food democracy and food citizenship" frames identified in Latvia and
Lithuania. These frames are more loosely connected to the Sovereignty frame, as they focus on individual commitment
for the responsible consumption of food, transparency, and respect for the environment. Emphasis is also given to the
possibility for consumers to actively participate in alleviating food system failures and to develop forms of food
citizenship, in particular through policies supporting local procurement procedures valorising quality and origin of
produce. The attention paid to individual rights and responsibilities justifies taking this as an additional "Citizenship"
frame.
The difference with the "Individualistic" frame, described below, relies on the idea that individual choices are not merely
aimed at coping with the status quo, but can change it. There is no real food democracy or food citizenship without
individual choices being combined in a sort of collective action representing more than just their sum. In this sense the
"Citizenship" frame can be considered as a bridge between the Sovereignty frame and the Ecology and the Individual
ones.
Though this frame has been given autonomous identification only in the two Baltic countries, elements belonging to a
food citizenship discourse can be found also in other contexts like Austria (a central element of the Sovereignty frame is
consumers’ self-determination within the food system) and the Netherlands (in the "Food is local" frame attention is given
to direct commitment of consumers).
Technology
The technological frame is associated to the priority of achieving a sufficient and reliable food production for a growing
population, presented as a key issue that the food system has to face in the near future that can be achieved first and
foremost through technological development.
In this perspective scientific research offers solutions to the challenges that food systems are facing, identified in the
need to increase productivity, to face soil fertility loss, and to ensure constant production levels. Even the challenges
somehow created by technology itself can be faced by further technological developments), hence technology must be
developed and applied. This frame calls for taking decisions based on scientific evidence. Science is therefore seen as
an objective and impartial tool to guide policy. Supporters of this frame often argue that people rejecting high-tech
solutions for food growing and processing tend to confine our future into a romantic rhetoric of the "good old times".
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This is one of the most homogenous frames across the countries, as it has been recorded as such in seven out of the ten
reports. Besides, in Latvia and Lithuania the same contents have been defined under the definition of the "Productivism"
frame, whereas in the Dutch case some elements of the "Food is global" frame can be associated to this approach (hightech integrated resource management and disconnection from natural processes are regarded as means to achieve
ecological efficiency). It is also quite a distinguishable and clearly identifiable discourse, as no other frames are
overlapping in each country (the only exception being the UK "Productionist frame", which is focused on the important
UK debate on sustainable intensification).
Though very relevant for shaping policies and food industry trajectories, and highly supported by scientific centres and by
the food industry itself, positions explicitly arguing in favour of technology as a solution for FNS are rarely dominant in the
public media. In particular in Austria and Italy this is considered a minor frame, whereas in Belgium it is one of the most
mentioned frames in the food debate. The diffusion of GMOs is generally the catalyst of debates where this frame
emerges, both supported and contested. Finland and Lithuania (where people are said to be "technology believers")
seem to be the countries where citizens show the most positive attitude towards technology-based food production.
In some countries (Italy and Spain in particular) the rhetoric supporting this frame is frequently defensive in the sense
that its advocates tend to present their positions as a reaction to common discourses emphasizing the technology-related
risks for environment and human health based on an instrumental (from their point of view) dichotomy between "good
natural" and "bad biotech" food.
Wholesomeness
In the Wholesomeness frame FNS is principally considered in terms of food safety, but some reflections are also
pertinent to nutritional features and food-related lifestyles (food habits, food-related illnesses, and healthy lifestyles). The
frame reveals the centrality that healthy consumption plays in rich countries where access to sufficient food quantities is
considered secure for most of the citizens. Hence, this frame is not in opposition to others more focused on food
deprivation and food poverty: it can be better seen as a complementary and parallel perspective which emphasizes how
FNS in a developed country is mostly and first of all, yet not exclusively, a matter of safety standards and controls. The
increasing attention paid to food scandals and frauds is one of the levers, the other main one being the diffusion of foodrelated illnesses that bring this frame to the top of public discussion around food.
This frame tends to be technocentric, as scientific research and adequate controls are considered reliable practices to
ensure adequate safety standards. Economic concerns emerge when it is argued that safe food and adequate nutrition
should be first of all available, but also affordable. Dietary recommendations can be part of this frame when they are
explicitly linked to the quality of food which is eaten in particular diets. The Mediterranean diet, which is also one of the
key features of the Quality frame, is sometimes mentioned in sources where the Wholesomeness frame is identifiable.
Healthy lifestyles are increasingly debated in strict relation to food consumption choices like two faces of the same coin,
not only in press articles and scientific reports, but also in food industry commercials.
The frame is present as such in four countries: Italy, Belgium (where it is considered the most frequent frame), Ireland
and Austria, whereas it is absent in Spain and in the Netherlands (which as mentioned above took a different approach
to defining frames). In four other countries similar frames are recorded, with definitions underlining specific aspects of the
Wholesomeness frame as a whole: "Food safety" in the UK, "Nutrition" in Finland and "Healthy food habits as a system
(or social) responsibility" in the two Baltic countries. In this latter case the frames emphasize the role that action
undertaken or missed at the systemic level (mainly by the food industry) may have on obesity and unhealthy nutrition. It
must be said that these frames are deemed minor, almost missing, in the debates.
Another indirect contribution to the Wholesomeness frame is found in Austria and in the UK within their respective
Quality frames features. In the first case the provision of safe and reliable food, in the second case food nutritional value
and specific healthy practices, like cooking from scratch, are presented as key components of "quality", more than the
links with a territory and a tradition.
Individualism
A group of Nordic countries (UK, Latvia, Lithuania, and Finland) have identified frames that emphasize the role of
individual responsibility for food insecurity. The assumption is that in our societies individuals have the possibility of
accessing adequate and safe food, and if they are not able to do so because they cannot afford food and/or because
they follow unhealthy food habits, it is simply their fault and their problem. Besides, they burden public budgets to have
their needs met.
In particular, with regard to income-related issues, the two Baltic countries see the presence of the "Poverty is laziness"
frame, in which it is quite roughly argued that the poor are poor for some deficiencies in their moral character, plus they
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are a drain on society’s resources. A similar approach is shared by some Finnish sources, described within the Social
frame, arguing that people are hungry for their own faults, and can be stigmatized for this.
As far as unhealthy food habits are concerned, the two twins frames for healthy diet "Healthy food habits as individual
responsibility" identified in Latvia and Lithuania blame individuals for their wrong choices because they do not recognize
the low value of their diets (or they simply do not pay attention to this) and thus are candidates for various diseases (see
also the minor role of the Solidarity frames in Lithuania). According to the researchers, the implicit assumption is that
individuals should be able to counteract the temptations of food consumption systems towards the unhealthy, the
excessive, and the impulsive.
Patriotism
This frame is fed by three frames identified across two Nordic countries. They are focused on different forms of food
patriotism, or food nationalism, in the perspective that FNS is first and foremost supported by the strength of national
production and the autonomy from global market forces, in explicit opposition to the free trade discourse. These five
frames can be divided into two groups.
There is a sense of pride in the countries’ capacity to provide the conditions for an adequate food supply to their citizens,
with a top-down perspective in which big private players and the state play the guiding role. The frames are:
•
•

The "Self-sufficiency" frame identified in Finland, in which it is argued that “defending the people of Finland
requires safeguarding national self-sufficiency in food production and processing";
The two Lithuanian frames "Paternalism" and "Food Sovereignty". The first one is based on the assumption
that government and big retailers do their best for the people; government control is extremely important,
beneficial and must be exercised on all levels. Within this frame, people appreciate that the government does
all they can to keep the situation stable with the consequent risk of passivity among people. The second
frame, despite its name echoing the debate on the control local communities have on their food production and
consumption choices, is again focused at the national level, and it emphasizes the role big national producers
can play for national self-sufficiency.

Regulatory
A different perspective, in which the role of the state is meant in terms of policy and regulation, is represented by a few
other frames. The UK "Regulatory frame" puts no emphasis on national self-sufficiency, nor opposition to free trade. Yet,
a larger presence of the state in implementing regulations that assure FNS is invoked. These measures would not
revolve so much around the welfare state but should be focused on interventions in markets and in the organization of
food chains.
Similarly, the Spanish "Farmers-centred productionist frame" still underlined the role of the public sector, with a more
direct attention for the production phase and the role of farmers. In this perspective, consumers’ access to affordable
food is associated with the maintenance of farmers’ incomes and farm survival, which should be guaranteed by
agricultural policies.
The Austrian "Quality frame” also represents similar positions, being focused on the provision of safe and reliable food
for the whole population, guaranteed by the Government.

4. 4. F in a l co mm en t s
A few last comments on the relative importance of the frames and on stakeholder feedbacks are presented here.
Not all the frames have the same relevance in the debate. Initially the number of countries where each one is present
can be considered. We see that the eight frames identified in the pilot report proved to be an adequate basis to interpret
the debates across the countries.
With regard to the Free trade and Technology frames, they have been identified in several countries, but they can hardly
be considered as dominant or prevailing narratives. In many countries they do not represent a frequent voice. The
relevance of frames like the Quality, Ecological, and Wholesomeness frames is higher than that indicated by the number
of countries where they are present. On the other side, Free trade and Technology discourses are deemed powerful in
terms of influencing actual business practices and policy measures, and shaping the conditions in which food industries
work. It must also be noticed that in many cases these two frames are simply "taken for granted" in sources where
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globalization and technological innovation are the unavoidable background of events, news, suggestions and
commentary.
Some regional patterns emerge with regard to the presence of specific frames (Individualism and Patriotism) in Northern
European and Baltic countries, and to a more explicit relevance given to the Free trade frame in the Northern European
countries like the UK and the Netherlands. Quality discourses and links with territory and tradition are generally stronger
in Southern Europe countries but with more emphasis on territory in Italy than in Spain.
Interviewed stakeholders and experts generally agreed with the list of frames identified in their respective countries. Two
specific feedbacks can be briefly discussed here.
1.

2.

A respondent from Belgium suggested renaming the "Free trade" frame adopting the definition of "Global" frame.
This is an interesting comment as it underlines two slightly different approaches to the same discourse. In general
terms we found that both advocates and opponents of free trade and neo-liberal approaches tend to consider free
trade and global trade as equivalent. Actually it may well be the case that a position in favour of free trade and
market competition within a country goes together with the claim for a protectionist approach at the international
market level. Similarly, some could argue in favour of lowering trade barriers between countries, but also for a
strong control on market forces at the national level. In any case the "Free trade" frame as defined in this Report
represents the position of those in favour of market competition at both national and global level.
A respondent from Italy suggested adding a "genuine-clandestine" frame, representing the tendency towards repeasantisation of the farming activity, in more or less explicit opposition to the mainstream food industry. Some
elements of this approach can be found in the Sovereignty frame (in terms of empowerment of actors excluded or
exploited in the current mainstream) as well as in the quality frames (as far as quality is regarded as a way to give
food more value in relation to the specificities of a genuine artisanal and small scale production).

5 CONCLUSIONS
In this final section an overall reading of the research findings is provided. A brief discussion on how FNS issues are
debated in Europe leads to a description of the most relevant and influential approaches to FNS, analysed through a
clustering of the 12 cross-national frames identified in Chapter 4. Frames are often represented in terms of visions and
values, but they also reflect interests and power relations between actors and groups. Hence, we follow with an analysis
of how frames relate to power and confirm, or challenge, current power relations. Finally reflections from a
methodological point of view are shared, with regard to the whole process leading from the Conceptual Framework to
this Comparative report.
TRANSMANGO’s analysis of the multifaceted aspects of vulnerabilities is – unfortunately – very timely. Multiple crises
affect European societies and threaten their food systems. The reference period of the TRANSMANGO media analysis is
in fact a very critical one as it embraces years characterized by a domino of crises, ranging from 2007-‘08 (food crisis
peak) to 2014 (unemployment peak in some EU countries). While these crises are not all the same, they seem to have
several aspects in common.
This is reflected by the media analysed in the reports: an impasse in the European dream: social and environmental
degradation, rising poverty and inequalities, and inefficient mobilisation of resources as well as some stalemate in
innovation in food and farming are frequently addressed in news and reports. Analyses differ in terms of approaches and
exit strategies, but tend to converge on the inadequacy of governance systems when faced with complex problems.
Within the current context in Europe an inter-connected “food-society” relationship emerges readily in the literature.
Several recurrent elements are often reported to express this functional liaison, as described by the two following related
examples.
•
•

The class of the working poor, one of the most frequently cited vulnerable groups in relation to FNS, represents
well the unprecedented (in recent times) susceptibility of modern European societies to economic vagaries.
The increase in food banks in a number of EU countries (food assistance to 4 million people in Italy is both a
record figure and a social shock) and though not reported as a structural indicator, is used as a measure of
social marginalization.

The recent crises have triggered a new public debate on the nature and future of the food systems. Civil society interest
groups have played a decisive role in this debate, seeking a systematic reformulation of policies. The media system
sometimes echoes this quest and at other times unveils its naivety, but in both cases raises and feeds public dialogue on
these issues. As resilience is increasingly gaining in importance in policy and scientific spheres, the emergence of a
public discourse around exposure mechanisms and coping strategies underlines the need to translate discourse into
action.
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The present Comparative Report indicates a significant convergence across European media on the relevance of the
food-society nexus. In this respect, frame analysis enables the capture of multiple polarities of the FNS debate.
Aggregating the twelve frames into homogeneous clusters and elaborating their interrelations gives a perspective on the
major options and alternatives for achieving FNS in Europe. Following a description of the clusters emerging from the
twelve frames, we elaborate on them through the lens of power relations, a category not often mentioned directly earlier
but one that is relevant to understanding the causes and impacts of vulnerabilities. In fact, one of the innovative aspects
of the Conceptual Framework of the TRANSMANGO project is its recognition of the power-related aspects of the food
system. It recognises that food system activities are performed by various actors, each with their own interests, and
embedded in dynamic power relations. The Conceptual framework poses a set of questions in order to help analyse
power in the food system, as well as including it among the main drivers of food vulnerability.
33

Starting with an overview of the frames, we can see that the comparative analysis of the 72 frames identified in the 10
national reports provides interesting insights into the ways in which FNS issues are perceived, conceptualized, integrated
into visions of the world and "enrolled" into competing narratives. We have seen in Chapter 4 how the richness of the
findings in this regard led to the identification of the 12 frames.
The 12 frames hence become "building blocks" of clusters that aggregate positions and visions shaping the debates, as
shown in Figure 4.

Wholesomeness

Food
citizenship

Individualism
Social

Sovereignty
Technology
Solidarity
Quality
Food for the poor
solution frames

Free trade

Ecology
Global efficiency

Regional sustainability
Patriotism

Regulatory

State-centred frames

Figure 4 - Frames shaping the debate on FNS in Europe
Two main clusters of frames (in yellow) emerged which we termed "Regional sustainability" and "Global efficiency". They
confirm to a certain extent the classic polarization between a more "local" and a more "global" approach to food and
nutrition security yet they unpack each of these two poles through the more specific frames each contains.
Some of the 12 frames are not ascribable to the two main poles, yet they provide elements which are "enrolled" by the
latter (it is mainly the case of the Wholesomeness and of the Social frames, as indicated by the curved arrows). In other
cases they provide complementary perspectives (like the two "Food for the poor solution frames" and the two "Statecentred frames"), which also are related to the two poles. In more detail, the "Food for the poor solution frames" are
referred to as "solution frames", as they are focused on how to solve the difficult access to food for the poor and
marginalised. The solutions the two discourses highlight (economic access to food for the Social frame and food
assistance for the Solidarity frame) can be considered to a certain extent "external" to the Food system, as they relate to
income distribution, social welfare, charity and aid, whereas food prices are rarely considered a problem. The two statecentered frames put emphasis on the role of the State as the key actor for the development of an effective food system
able to reduce food insecurity for the citizens – though from very different perspectives.

33

The meaning given to the term "frame" within this phase of the Project has been described at the end of Chapter 2.
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Further analyses of the findings could support and enrich these figures and could contribute to a more in-depth analysis
and theorisation of how FNS is framed with specific regard to the European context. The focus of WP6 on scenario
development and transition pathways (encouraging stakeholders to be reflexive about their activities and the scenarios
they contribute to) could bring to valuable insights in this sense.
The two main clusters have a different degree of presence in the media. The Regional sustainability approach is more
often and more explicitly debated than the global efficiency one. At the same time, both the reflections made in some of
the National Reports and the feedback received by experts and stakeholders deem that the Global efficiency approach is
much more aligned with the current dominant food industry patterns and power relations (in other words, more
"influential" in terms of real food system assets, yet less present in the debate).
This consideration leads us to conclude the analysis on vulnerabilities and frames with some comments centred on
power relations, as a useful lens to address vulnerability in the food system. The frames and their clusters, in particular,
reflect issues of the distribution of power. The Regional sustainability cluster, to some extent explicitly, seeks to redistribute power to vulnerable actors through a range of perspectives and solutions focused on community
empowerment, small scale initiatives, and local control of food systems. The Global efficiency cluster, somewhat less
explicitly, entails the consolidation of power in the hands of already powerful actors, namely the agro-food industry,
corporations, and national or transnational businesses.
The Food for the poor solution frames are ambiguous in this regard, in the sense that the Social frame addresses power
(i.e. the solution to food insecurity requires changes in the current power distribution towards social justice), but the
Solidarity frame tends to ignore it (food aid and food assistance do not challenge current dynamics). Finally, the two
State-centred discourses are of course focused on the role of the State, and hence on the power of the State and how it
should exercise that power. The Patriotism discourse is also critical towards global efficiency, but identifies the national
state as the actor to be empowered, and dilutes power conflicts in the identification of FNS with the strength of the state
itself, whereas Regulatory discourse aims at giving strength to the State as a reliable source of command and control.
The Sovereignty frame, in particular, is described in terms of power: local communities have the right to control their food
system (starting from the seed sector) without being ruled by external powerful forces. The most prominent issue related
to power is corporate concentration which was identified as a factor. The dominance of relatively few large companies
and retailers and the power they wield, whether by influencing consumer behaviour, or through their influence on policy is
a key concern throughout Europe. In fact, in one country, Spain, “unequal actors' relationships along the food chain” is
identified both as a factor and as a vulnerability. Small farmers are portrayed as another “victim” of this large
concentration of power. The exercise of this concentration of power is seen as putting at risk the livelihoods and even
survival of small farmers (and small retailers), healthy lifestyles among consumers and other issues such as biodiversity
and environmental health, and finally a truly democratic political system, free from the influence of powerful corporate
actors. Small farmers are often portrayed as lacking in power, especially in terms of negotiating/bargaining power with
other actors in the food system. The vulnerability, “farm survival”, raises the issue of lack of power of small farmers vis-àvis other stronger actors in the food system, such as retailers, or corporate farms who both act to push small farmers out
of business. Public policies also favour larger industrial farms and therefore support these trends.
The interests of the small farmers and the corporations (including retailers) are often seen as being opposed to each
other, however with other dimensions of power, for example, the rich versus the poor, there is no explicit mention of
opposing interests. Such questions of power are clearly linked to the FNS outcome of stability and control.
Another vulnerability related to power is that of “political inefficacy”. Lack of political leadership is seen as a key factor
related to FNS in several European countries. The power to decide food-related policies is fragmented and political
leadership is seen as lacking. The reasons for this are not explicitly analysed in the national reports, though the issue of
political influence through strong corporate lobbies is mentioned in relation to corporate concentration.
The power analysis is also supported if we look at the list of vulnerable groups as it emerges from the comparative
analysis. The poor, unemployed and the working poor
1.

The elderly

2.

Children (and adolescents)

3.

Ethnic minorities, im/migrants (and refugees)

4.

Remote rural dwellers

5.

Small-scale producers

6.

People with food-related illnesses
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We notice that many of them share a common feature: they are powerless or in a condition of weak empowerment. This
is the case with the poor (including unemployed people, the working poor, single parents etc.), of migrant and refugees,
remote area dwellers, the elderly, and small scale producers. Remaining groups, like people with food illnesses, are
actually scattered individuals rather than "social groups" in the strict sense.
Final methodological reflections
The overall research process (Conceptual Framework → Media analysis methodology → Guidelines → National Reports
→ Comparative Report) allowed the research groups to achieve the objectives of this stage of the project (as
summarised below):
•
•
•

mapping the issues emerging in the debates of FNS in Europe (with identification of some emerging regional
patterns);
identifying elements of vulnerability and vulnerable groups;
identifying the main approaches and visions shaping and framing the debates.

Yet, at the end of this process some critical points deserve to be addressed. In particular, some considerations can be
made with regard to the translation of theoretical frames into operational tools. Media rarely treat FNS as such in explicit
terms with regard to European countries (as opposed to their coverage of the issues related to developing countries).
Instead, specific aspects related to food system performance, to socially and economically backward groups or areas, to
food safety concerns, emerge quite independently from each other and have to be integrated by the researchers into a
consistent vision of FNS. This process of convergence (or "translation") of a scattered debate into a common vision of
FNS proved to be challenging, and some differences emerged across the Reports. The use of different terms like
"drivers" and "hazards" - gathered under the term "factors" in this Comparative Report - is an example of what was just
argued, and even more evidently this is the case for the distinction between factors and vulnerabilities.
This latter point deserves some further reflection. The complex issue of the relation between drivers and hazards on the
one hand and vulnerabilities on the other was clearly addressed in the Conceptual Framework, but when the analysis
was actually conducted at the national level and made operative in the national media analysis studies the distinction
between the two categories was not always fully clear and consistent across the Reports. For example, elements listed
as “hazards” or “drivers of change” in one report were considered "vulnerabilities" in another, and vice-versa. In spite of
this, the development of a consistent comparative analysis was not hampered since the mechanisms leading to food and
nutrition vulnerability in all cases were effectively described within each report and hence taken into account in the
comparative reading.
Nevertheless it is worth noting how the two categories can hardly be listed as such without partial overlapping or hybrid
elements. If we go back to the vulnerability model described in the Conceptual Framework (Figure 5) and to the
mechanism linking factors and vulnerabilities in each national report, we see how vulnerabilities can hardly be identified
as independent categories. They can be better regarded as relational entities that emerge from a process (a mechanism)
and can better be defined in terms of the process/mechanism itself.

Figure 5 - Vulnerability model (from the Conceptual Framework)
In this sense, vulnerabilities could be interpreted in relational terms, as vulnerability of this element of the system (or this
group) to that (those) factor(s), and described in connection with the elements influencing exposure, sensitiveness and
adaptive capacity of the interested systems (or groups). This is the approach that the research group is testing towards
the further steps of the analysis, namely for the development of the Vulnerability Matrix (D2.5). Moreover, given that the
Conceptual Framework is a living document, the reflections argued above could contribute to its further development,
with particular regard to the interpretation, operationalization and use of some of the research key categories.
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Table A1 - Factors (hazards, drivers) identified at national level
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Table A2 - Vulnerabilities identified at national level

45

WP2 Report on EU meanings and controversies of FNS and vulnerabilities in Europe
Table A.3 - Frames identified at national level
Italy

Ecological, Free trade, Quality, Social, Solidarity, Sovereignty, Technological, Wholesomeness

Belgium

Ecological, Free trade, Quality, Social, Solidarity, Sovereignty, Technological, Wholesomeness

Ireland

Ecological, Free trade, Social, Solidarity, Sovereignty, Technological, Wholesomeness

Austria

Ecological, Free trade, Quality, Solidarity, Sovereignty, Technological, Wholesomeness

UK

Ecological sustainability, Food safety, Free trade, Individualistic, Quality, Productionist, Regulatory, Social justice, Solidarity, Sovereignty (global), Technology

Spain

Ecological, Export-oriented, Farmer-centred productionist, Food poverty, Mediterranean diet, Solidarity, Sovereignty, Technological

Latvia

Food democracy and food citizenship, Food sovereignty, Healthy food habits as a system/environmental responsibility, Healthy food habits as individual
responsibility, Livelihood, Poverty is laziness, Productivism, Solidarity with those in hardship

Lithuania

Food democracy and food citizenship, Food sovereignty , Healthy food habits as a system/environmental responsibility, Healthy food habits as individual
responsibility, Paternalism, Poverty is laziness, Productivism, Solidarity with those in hardship

Finland

Ecological, Global markets, Nutrition, Self-sufficiency, Social, Technological

Netherlands

Food is global, Food is local
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