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Abstract: 

Sustainability is a powerful global framework for implementing transformations in agricultural and 

food systems. The complexity of the challenges involved leads to giving more importance to 

questions related to governance. The two recent globalization crises have accelerated this 

evolution. Experiments in the local governance of systems, carried out on the scale of cities and 

regions, contribute to reconfiguring the trajectories of these systems. The experiments confirm 

the positive effects of multi-scalar and multi-stakeholder governance that is inclusive, parti-

cipatory, and collaborative, while rooted in territories and societies. This literature review revisits 

the relationships between sustainability, governance, and food systems to encourage moving 

away from a theoretical and prescriptive position. 
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Highlights: 

• Governance is one of the keys to the sustainable transformations that must be implemented. 

• Politics is a fundamental dimension of sustainability. 

• The governance of transformations is functional at the level of local territories. 

• Inclusive and deliberative governance is more sustainable, fair, and legitimate. 
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1. Introduction: between the singularity of contexts and the conflictuality of 

multiscalar governance 

Over the past decade, the notion of “food systems” has increasingly been called upon, marking 

an important stage in understanding the interlinked challenges posed by resource production, 

transformation, and redistribution. To this end, it is essential to provide structuring conditions that 

promote positive processes and dynamics. Such an approach therefore constitutes an innovative 

framework for analysis and action that goes beyond achieving SDG 2 by 2030 [1]. 

At the same time, it has become increasingly clear that the dominant extractive and intensive 

production models [2, 3] are not viable environmentally (depredation), economically (precarious-

ness), and socially (inequalities). This begs for promptly taking into consideration “sustainability,” 

from the local to the global, so that the necessary transitions and transformations are set into 

motion. Reclaiming this term and putting it to the test of local contexts does not come without 

questions or challenges. First, because sustainability is often insufficiently delineated (dimensions), 

with vague objectives and time scales. Secondly, because the instruments and tools to achieve it 

still often need to be invented, failing which the intended and expected effects for the territories 

and the actors will be cause for debate. There is therefore no single model that can be applied to 

the transition of agricultural and food systems towards sustainability. All decisions and actions 

aimed at implementation must be tested in context. This is the critical stance we adopt and 

recommend. 

Putting sustainability on the agenda raises the question of the interlinked governance of resource 

risks and of the governmentality of societies. The 2007-2008 crisis led to reforms in the 

architecture of global governance. The recent globalization crises – one, marked by disruptions of 

supply chains and mobility linked to lockdown measures during the Covid 19 pandemic; the other, 

marked by the price inflation of agricultural inputs and commodities on the markets linked to the 

Russian war of aggression on the Ukrainian territory – have also contributed to bringing the stakes 

of territorialized and/or localized governance to the fore. They have had the effect of restoring a 

geographical basis to strategic actions (national agricultural and food empowerment policy, 

regional foodshed, local urban farming, etc.). However, not all territorial (and local) action is 

necessarily sustainable [4]. 

Governance appears as a key notion and lever to analyze sustainability and its link to systemic 

transformations [5]. It is multi-scalar, multi-actor, more deliberative and reflexive, less 

technocratic, horizontal (actors within a territory), and vertical (decision-making scales of action). 

However it is on the scale of small spaces (cities, departments, or regions) that it has been tested 

and put to the test, while standards of governance or sustainability are often prescribed by experts 

and international institutions, and large agribusinesses have discretionary power [6, 7]. Local 

experiments in governance are promising even if this means broadening the panel of local players, 

who are often themselves influenced by market logics and the relationships (powers, influences, 

arrangements) prevailing on an international scale [8]. The interweaving of scales means that there 

are potentially major points of tension between the circulation of standards, power relations and 

mobilizations in the territories. 
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As for levers for action (Part 4), at this stage, the tone of all the documents analyzed remains 

overall very prescriptive, with redundancies. However, the local level, with its wealth of concrete 

governance experiences combining local agriculture, short supply chains, circular economy and 

deliberative forums, promoting democracy, food sovereignty and food justice, offers credible 

prospects for transformation likely to inspire higher levels of decision-making. 

To identify and select documents published between 2021 and 2022, we performed a search on 

Google Scholar and Researchgate based on titles. We focused on texts published in English, in 

referenced peer-reviewed journals, with the terms “food system governance,” “food governance,” 

and “sustainable food systems.” No specific choice of scale has been made at this stage. The 

sustainability challenge arises on the scale of food systems as well as at the heart of their 

governance, since politics constitutes an essential field of action and achievement (as in the 

Sustainability Compass [9]). To this end, we have developed a conceptual framework (see Figure 

1) incorporating the challenges of both sustainability and governance. Governance encompasses 

food environments (constituents), contexts (markers), and the way action is structured 

(underpinnings). The latter exert an ambivalent influence on the current governance of food 

systems: at times they guide and strengthen it, but at other times they weaken it through tensions 

and divergences. However, while most authors agree on the multi-dimensional nature of sustain-

nability (to which we have added the political dimension), the way in which it is sought and 

implemented often remains unclear. 
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Nearly half of the articles (nb = 35) selected are based on empirical case studies in the global 

North as well as in the global South, due to similar challenges. This is the result of two consi-

derations (and choices): with sustainability on the agenda, governance is more than ever part of 

specific contexts (resources and risks in territories); governance is always built with local players 

(representations, logics, interests, agentive power). The rest is divided between articles with a 

strong conceptual ambition or policy recommendations (nb = 19) and literature reviews (nb = 13). 

The international gouvernance scale is practically ignored by all of them, because it remains highly 

hypothetical [10] even if it never ceases to influence the local environment (prescriptions, 

resources, powers). 

Based on the extraction of content, this text revisits 1/ the relationships between sustainability 

(when it is put on the agenda) and the governance of risks, crises, and transformations. It then 

addresses 2/ food system governance to emphasize the associated challenges, its limits, and its 

ambivalences, given the variability of contexts. Lastly, it concludes with some 3/ key recom-

mendations for the more sustainable governance of (sustainable) food systems. 

2. Governance and sustainability: building a relationship at the heart of 

transformations and contexts 

Many articles begin with the sad observation that the dominant agricultural and food systems are 

unsustainable: extractive [2], unequal [11], commodified, concentrated and globalized [12, 7, 13, 

14, 15, 6, 16], at different levels [17]. While their short-term functionality has been established, 

their resilience remains highly uncertain [16]. At the local level, these systems have a strong 

negative ecological footprint, as they are highly dependent on imports, while providing processed, 

standardized, inadequate nutrition, and maintaining food inaccessibility [18]. Food decisions 

prioritize short-termism [13] and the economic dimension at the cost of others (environmental, 

social, and medical) [19]. Sustainability rarely meets food and nutrition security objectives [20]. 

Policies have often focused on improving the functionality of food chains for consumers/eaters 

to cover food needs [21]. The recent global crises have raised awareness about the unsustainability 

of the current systems [10, 22, 23, 24]. Nevertheless, some articles provide a less radical analysis: 

over a long transition, food systems have managed to make a quantitatively sufficient food intake 

economically and geographically accessible to a growing population, albeit without achieving 

sustainable food [13, 17]. 

Hence, there is a shared observation that sustainability cannot be achieved without transforming 

such systems, so that they may become “regenerative” [4] and “resilient” [25]. This implies a 

systemic, holistic, even metabolic approach [26] that takes into account all the scales, actors, and 

interrelationships between subsystems [1, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31]. The notion of nexus also allows 

connecting previously disjointed fields (water-food-energy [26, 32, 33, 34]; “biological-economic-

socio-political systems correlated” [35]). Sustainability is not underpinned by a linear vision [15], 

but rather by a circular one of productive economies on the local and regional scales [36, “3Rs 

(reduce, reuse, recycle)”, 37], and aims to strengthen the synergetic dynamics between subsystems 

[11, 22, 31]. Better yet, the sustainability of a food system transcends that of other systems [1]. It 

also implies a certain degree of autonomy [38] and capacity. A long-term perspective is essential 

[18, 39, 40] to anticipate risks and crises, which is a condition of sustainability [31] in order to 

govern the “long-term processes of structural systemic change” [40]. Sustainability is also 
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subordinate to a vision of the desired future [41] and of the intended effects of the transformative 

actions led [31]. The emergence of more sustainable food systems corresponds to a structural 

transformation or reorganization [42, 43] and not to a mere adaptive reconfiguration [22, 44]. It 

must integrate all the dimensions of sustainability [37, 45, 46, 47] by adapting them to each 

component of the system. Sustainability goes beyond the mere integration of sectoral policies 

with a sustainable dimension. It involves changes in narratives, models, and imagination that must 

be invented and shared [2, 48]. Finally, no sustainable trajectory can materialize without the strong 

involvement of various actors, communities, and institutions [49]. The relationship between 

sustainability, systems, and governance is very strong, but remains “a complex and controversial 

task” [50], involving “a wider set of food system governance arrangements” [29]. It is a socio-

ecological construction on the scale of a territory [51] but also fundamentally “a political process” 

[7], which is complex to carry out [12]. [27] considers sustainability as a constitutive political 

dimension of food and nutrition security. 

Governance is at the heart of the transformation and securing of agricultural and food systems, 

and of food security [2, 42, 52]. Governance can be defined as the “mode of interaction among 

the public sector, private sector, civil society, and consumers to identify, implement, resource, and 

monitor solutions for achieving healthy, sustainable, resilient, just, and equitable food systems 

without leaving anyone behind” [1]. The agency of actors within the food system, along with their 

values, beliefs and needs, contributes (or not) to sustainability (see Figure 1). Governance is 

underpinned by a set of norms and regulations [53], logics, interests, and powers [49], and is 

visible in transactions and more or less negotiated arrangements [54]. The transformations that 

are to be carried out necessarily give rise to misunderstandings and resistance, as they aim to 

promote more inclusive, participatory, collaborative, and deliberative governance [50, 55], which 

may even be termed “transformative” [44]. The governance of sustainability must be global and 

not limited to a subsystem or issue (waste management, health safety, or marketing network [56, 

57]). It starts from concrete situations, from the realities specific to each context, to take into 

account the resources, aspirations and agency of the players involved [6], and to move away from 

a purely prescriptive and programmatic agenda. The local scale seems best suited to such 

experiments, particularly in cities [30]. Lastly, sustainable governance must promote the self-

transformative capacity of the system [41] and integrate the ethic of accountability [58]. 

3. Governing food systems: both a challenge and a solution 

The current food system governance, which is favorable to the power of markets and companies 

[12, 28], has proved unable to regulate the systemic dysfunctions of globalization. It aims at short-

term economic efficiency without considering long-term effects and interactions. This governance 

is based on standards and expert knowledge [12, 7], and driven by (technocratic) institutions, 

which are removed from local societies and even more from small producers [22, 59], while 

remaining consumercentric [21]. It is often arbitrary, instrumental, and made up of arrangements 

[60]. It also creates distortions for small producers in the adoption of technological innovations 

[2, 59], as it does not really take the local socio-cultural context into consideration [23, 27]. It also 

generates compartmentalization and confrontation between the key actors in the food system, 

which is detrimental to sustainable food security [12, 29]. Moreover, it is not very collaborative or 

democratic [52, 61] and is in need of deep rethinking [1]. 
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This requires a critical analysis of the foundations, practices, and institutions of food system 

governance (“Shift towards critical governance of resilience trade-offs” [11]). Beyond that, it is the 

analysis of power dynamics that is at stake [7, 42], with a close examination of “conflicting goals, 

disconnects and tensions in food systems” [60]. Since the international and national governance 

levels have shown their limits, the focus should be on the regional level [18, 28, 41], or even the 

municipal one [62], with the figure of the “policy intrapreneur” [63]. On this scale, governance can 

resort to several types of actions (policies, narratives, innovations, networks, etc.) [4]. Such a form 

of governance is based on a “community needs-based approach” [14] that integrates socio-

cultural and not just socio-technical aspects [23]. It relies on circular systems and economies [36], 

and incentives [37, 46]. Participatory System Guarantees (PGS) can support [64] the agroecological 

transition. Governance becomes “a social value of sustainability” [27]. 

Governing food systems is therefore a stake and an objective, but also a solution. This is one of 

the keys to implement sustainable transformations [27, 48, 64]. Yet there are many challenges: 1/ 

plural actors; 2) power asymmetry; 3) multi-dimensional policies; 4) varying contexts; and 5) 

knowledge sharing. 

Collaborative/inclusive/representative/participatory governance involves improving the 

coordination of actors (vertically and horizontally) and sectors (production, processing, marketing, 

and consumption) [18, 21, 22, 40, 52, 55, 57, 58, 65]. It is even “metabolic” on the scale of an urban 

system, favoring approaches in terms of “urban political ecology” [51] and “networked relations” 

[48]. Collaborative governance is an effective medium to promote multi-sectoral coordination [34, 

44, 56]. It aims to overcome “trade-off dilemmas in policy makers’ decision processes” [33], but 

remains difficult to achieve due to its hybrid nature [57], while requiring adaptation. Although 

such governance may “confront fundamental inequalities and redirect vested power relations” 

[40], it does not guarantee that sustainable societies will emerge [44]. 

Power asymmetry is a source of inequalities in the control and organization of food systems [1, 

38, 43, 66]. It does not allow implementing policies that are favorable to sustainability. Multi-scalar 

and multi-actor governance “is crucial to balancing power, decision-making and access to infor-

mation across the food system” [27] at the regional and local levels. It must allow a regulation “of 

networked governance struggles” [30]. Still, “food systems diplomacy has the potential to 

recalibrate global food governance to better and more equitably serve the four interconnected 

domains of sustainable food systems” [19]. 

The multi-dimensional nature of the objectives and fields of action within the food system is 

another obstacle to sustainable governance [20]. The difficulty to achieve coherence [30, 38] gene-

rates tensions between the sub-sectors of food policies [26, 40, 45], while creating inconsistency 

when it comes to monitoring [53] and evaluating [57] their implementation. 

The territorialization of governance is central in the search for sustainability [62], but it is 

inconsistent due to the variability of contexts, constraints, resources, and systems of actors [4]. It 

needs to be built up gradually, through action-research programs and participatory workshops 

involving different professional communities, for example. 

Lastly, the production of knowledge constitutes a final challenge: it can modify the “narratives, 

beliefs and values” [2] and take complex objects into account (of the water-energy-food type, or 
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WEF [32]). It also allows critiquing food governance processes as well as innovation/trans-

formation sciences [7] for food security [47]. This work must be interdisciplinary [36, 63], in relation 

with the different dimensions of governance (individual, value chains, collective relations, and 

structures [54]). However, the increase in “private-led data governance” may create new 

bureaucracies [58]. All of these challenges therefore call for concrete proposals for more 

sustainable governance. 

4. Key recommendations for the more sustainable governance of food systems.  

The three types of articles in the corpus almost always provide recommendations. They highlight 

three ways to achieve (better) sustainability: 1/ political democracy, through transparent decision-

making and the inclusion of all stakeholders, 2/ territorial rootedness and local experimentation 

of transformations, and 3/ the integration of the multiple sectors involved through applied 

governance models. 

Basing the transformation of food systems on the market governance of technological innovations 

and philanthrocapitalism leads to the reproduction and amplification of certain inequalities and 

tensions [67]. On the other hand, food democracy (and justice) and the recognition of rights, as 

well as the search for negotiated compromises, guarantee a lasting transformation of food system 

governance and more tangible sovereignty, as long as they are carried out with local stakeholders 

[68]. They are based on the principles of accountability and non-discrimination, while the creation 

of coalitions and social mobilization are the very conditions of sustainability [12, 20, 50]. The 

participatory approach is crucial to improve the existing systems and institutions of governance 

or to counterbalance the power of market actors [12]. And it is the horizontality of governance 

that promotes sustainability [60], as seen with Food Councils [30, 52], which promote citizen 

participation and innovative governance [11]. Diluting the power of actors, in particular Big Food 

Actors [7], is also related to a bottom-up approach (e.g. community needs, down-up [14], and 

community-based [58]), allowing consumers to be taken into account [1]. The participation of all 

actors in the development of policies is a “new orthodoxy” [52], which is inscribed in the model of 

inclusiveness and is presented as a condition for transparent decision-making [2, 7, 15, 41, 42, 45, 

21, 46, 58, 60]. This collaborative governance [55, 66] empowers the weakest actors [34, 40], as it 

leads to a community food agenda [49], redistributes power, and formulates local solutions [40]. 

Promoting a local approach – which is consistent with inclusiveness and operationality – is 

combined with taking multiple scales into consideration. Fostering the leadership of local 

authorities to promote local initiatives within local food systems is a condition of sustainability 

[51]. Taking local food systems into account in current governance reinforces their legitimacy for 

the success of democratic governance [11, 38]. Thus, local alternatives contribute to resilient food 

systems when it comes to climate change [23, 69]. The local scale also allows calling on local 

knowledge [27] to shift food systems towards health and environmental objectives [41, 45, 64]. 

The “local” may also correspond to the city-region (City Region Food System approach according 

to the FAO), a relevant level for the sustainable governance of food systems [27]. The supply 

hinterland is brought into the city, thus lending a regional perspective to the transformation of 

food systems [28] to synergize actors [4]. This process requires a better “urban-rural” connection 

to reduce dependence on distant supplies [11] in order to improve the livelihoods of the rural 
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poor [22]. While the local level seems less operational for the participatory approach, coordinating 

the different scales is a condition of sustainable governance [14, 26, 29, 41, 44, 48, 66]. Numerous 

urban experiments combining local agriculture, local supplies and short distribution channels are 

proving their worth, but they cannot, on their own, transform the trajectory of systems without 

strong citizen mobilization and political support. [70] argues that a "social metabolism" approach 

can recreate connectivity and fluidity between territories and nature-society relationships. 

Multi-sectorality leads to favoring all forms of inclusion, in particular public-private partnerships, 

to secure the national food [24]. The inclusion of the private sector in the development of public 

policies is clearly mentioned [71], sometimes by promoting innovative non-state governance 

systems [58] or “food champions and policy entrepreneurs” [30]. Such an inclusion can be sought 

through multi-stakeholder platforms (MSPs) [29] to reinvent public policies related to food value 

chains [54], associating agriculture, trade, education, urban planning, and logistics [30]. At the 

same time, we must avoid reproducing the phenomenon of concentration of power observed on 

a global scale. The entrepreneurship model seems favorable to a dialogue between the different 

sectors [30, 63]. The water-energy-food nexus approach promotes such integrated policies [26, 

32, 34, 66]. It leads to the development of specific sustainable governance instruments and 

methods tested at the local level. Multi-stakeholder platforms aim to strengthen individual and 

collective capacities [29]. The Urban Transformative Capacity Framework (UTCF) helps link socio-

ecological and socio-technical systems [41]. The Integrated Agri-food System Initiative (IASI) 

allows a close examination of impasses, opportunities, and trajectories in specific contexts, 

according to a plurality of objectives [13]. Food Sensitive Planning and Urban Design (FSPUD) 

tackles the right to food on scales that have been neglected by policy makers [62]. Lastly, 

participatory system guarantees seek to promote local produce in connection with agroecology 

[45], which is presented as a way to transform food systems [12, 49, 64]. This objective also involves 

the development of evaluation and monitoring indicators to back the sustainability of models [60, 

65, 66]. Such multi-sectoral tools necessarily rely on transdisciplinary approaches to give meaning 

to the “food system” approach [2, 33, 52]; they can favor hybrid models that combine 

environmental sustainability, equity, and healthy nutrition [4]. These approaches also involve 

research in the service of action [26] and knowledge sharing between researchers and food system 

actors [33, 72]. 

Conclusion 

Food system governance has gained traction in sustainability sciences. Its role appears essential 

to manage resources, to adapt to risks (and/or to mitigate them), and to govern societies in 

complex, changing, and uncertain environments. It also plays a strategic role in organizing 

emergency responses (arbitrating between social groups and priorities, for example), creating 

frameworks to structure the transformations needed, and designing the future trajectories of the 

systems [5]. There is a clear need for regulation [73] in order to organize transformations, settle 

dilemmas [74], and arbitrate between groups of actors, on all scales. The sustainable governance 

of food systems is necessary adapted to each context, closely linking institutions, societies, spaces, 

and territories [48]. 

Functional, accountable, and legitimate governance must consider several essential dimensions: 

1/ reflexivity to understand the complexity of the stakes and interactions between fields and 
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between context-specific phenomena; 2/ autonomy, adaptability and inventiveness to take weak 

signals into account and diversify the points of observation and analysis; 3/ responsiveness to 

respond promptly to multiple requests, in an efficient and legitimate manner, without sacrificing 

medium- and longer-term transformations; 4/ structuring conditions implemented to allow for a 

way out of situations of withdrawal, deadlock, protection, and political confrontation and inaction; 

and 5/ inclusivity to sidestep technocratic, routine, falsely consensual and integrative political 

processes and to promote the co-construction of innovative arrangements between actors in the 

system, and more specifically between academic, community practitioners and local authority 

players [72, 75]. 

The territorial angle of food governance highlights two existing tensions: the first, vertical, 

between the singularity of local contexts and the concentration of power of international players 

(transnational corporations, state governments or regional agro-exporting organizations); the 

second, horizontal, between local players for more sustainable food governance. They inevitably 

involve mobilization and struggle, but above all the collaborative and accepted definition of a 

transformative short- and medium-term agenda to overcome these tensions and make the 

overlapping scales of decision-making and governance work better. 

These principles of action have already guided the territorialized food plans tested at the local 

and regional levels in the North and the South, with conclusive results when food becomes a 

political priority again [35]. They must still be put to the test on larger decision-making scales [9, 

15] in order to make food a public good and a commons [76]. 
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