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ABSTRACT

Sustainable food systems are fundamental to ensuring that future generations are food 
secure and eat healthy diets. To transition towards sustainability, many food system 
activities must be reconstructed, and myriad actors around the world are starting to act 
locally. While some changes are easier than others, knowing how to navigate through 
them to promote sustainable consumption and production practices requires complex 
skill sets. This handbook is written for �sustainable food systems innovators� by a group 
of innovators from Asia, Africa, the Americas and Europe who are leading initiatives to 
grow, share, sell and consume more sustainable foods in their local contexts. It includes 
experiences that are changing the organizational structures of local food systems 
to make them more sustainable. The handbook is organized as a �choose your own 
adventure� story where each reader � individually or in a facilitated group � can develop 
their own personalized learning and action journeys according to their priorities. The 
topics included in this handbook are arranged into three categories of organizational 
innovations: engaging consumers, producing sustainably, and getting products to market. 
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FOREWORD

In 2018, the FAO organized two events tied to innovation: an interactive panel and an 
innovation fair during the 2nd International Symposium on Agroecology in April 2018, and 
the Innovation Symposium in November 2018. Both events acknowledged innovation 
as a solution to the challenges that current agriculture and food systems face in their 
quest for sustainability. They also both clearly placed innovation on the agenda as a 
means through which the FAO can help member countries to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). 

In 2019, the High Level Panel of Experts Report of the Committee on World Food 
Security on Agroecology and other innovative approaches to sustainable agriculture 
reinforce the lessons gathered in the FAO�s Save and Grow series. Closing nutrient cycles, 
integrating production systems, and intelligently mitigating climate change offers myriad 
opportunities for innovation in agroecological production systems. The need for new 
ways to co-create and share knowledge about sustainable agriculture is a priority for 
ensuring that users access new types of information, technologies and practices, and that 
innovations spread. Greater participation by farmers, consumers and local organizations 
in researching, marketing and guaranteeing the sustainability of food and agricultural 
products is opening new pathways for dynamic learning processes. 

Food system innovations are particularly needed, as the global food system is 
responsible for the current double burden of malnutrition where hunger and obesity 
can coexist in the same individual or even in the same country. The 2019 State of Food 
Insecurity Report highlights the drivers for these phenomena, which include con�ict, 
poverty and marginalization, but also the existing and growing inequalities in food 
access and utilization. The COVID-19 crisis that backgrounds the publication of this 
handbook highlights the need for food system innovations, particularly in re-localizing 
and diversifying these systems in order to ensure their resiliency. Changes in food system 
organization can prioritize food access for vulnerable communities, promote sustainable 
agriculture including biodiversity protection, and encourage healthy and nutritious diets. 
Fundamental to these transitions is to increase producer-consumer exchanges and 
to change how they interact with and in�uence their food environments. Rather than 
staying passive, consumers are becoming increasingly active in the reorganization of 
food systems as they seek healthy and sustainably grown food, as well as trade systems 
that build local economies and include smallholder farmers.
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PREFACE

This handbook is the result of a truly collaborative effort. The process began in 2013 
with the purpose of better understanding why and how local actors build local food 
systems through the construction of markets for sustainable food products, even 
independently from formal certification. This evolved into a participatory research 
project that documented innovative initiatives and advanced collective knowledge 
from across four continents about the institutional innovations necessary to support 
transitions to sustainable food systems. Starting from a small group of three women, 
new collaborators joined every year and the process expanded and cross-fertilized our 
geographic, gendered and organizational experiences.

The result of this experience is the present handbook, which is the third in a series 
of FAO/INRAE publications related to institutional innovations in domestic and local 
markets for sustainable agriculture. The ideas and text found in this handbook was 
written collectively through two writing workshops (in Chiang Mai, Thailand in 2016 and 
in New Delhi, India in 2017) and virtual working groups throughout 2017. In 2018, the draft 
handbooks were tested by nascent initiatives in New Delhi, India and Thies, Senegal. 
These experiences helped to ground the material included in this handbook and ensure 
that it is of interest to users.

With this handbook, the core message that we want to convey is that enabling food 
system change requires collaboration and systemic thinking about what is required to 
produce the food we eat � in terms of knowledge, materials, technologies, relationships, 
values and natural processes. Given the world�s rich cultural and biological diversity, there 
is no need for two food systems to look exactly alike for them to be considered sustainable. 
Rather than a constraint, this reality should be considered as an opportunity to innovate, 
to create new rules for how to grow, trade and eat food. Thus, the importance of engaging 
others in collective visioning of how future food systems should look is a fundamental 
step in realizing food system transformation. We hope that this handbook will contribute 
to this aim.

Allison Marie Loconto 

Deputy Director

Interdisciplinary Laboratory 
for Science, Innovation  
and Society (LISIS)

INRAE

Anne-Sophie Poisot

Projects Coordinator

Plant Production and 
Protection Division (AGP)

FAO

Pilar Santacoloma

Agri-food Systems Of�cer

Nutrition and Food Systems 
Division (ESN)

FAO

Marcello Vicovaro

Sustainable Markets 
Consultant

Nutrition and Food Systems 
Division (ESN)
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ACRONYMS

ACOPA	 Association of Consumers of Agroecological Products of ParanÆ - Brazil

APEGA	 Peruvian Gastronomy Society

ANPE	 National Association of Organic Producers of Peru 

BAFS	 Bureau of Agriculture and Fisheries Standards - The Philippines 

BFM	 Beijing farmers� market - China

BMZ�	 Federal Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development - Germany 

CACP	 Commission for Agriculture Cost and Prices - India

CDPH	 Centre for the Development of Human Potential - Colombia

COPACO	 Community Participation Committees in Public Health - Colombia

CONAB	 Companhia Nacional de Abastecimento�- Brazil

CSA	 community supported agriculture

CSO	 civil society organizations

CSR	 corporate social responsibility 

ECOWAS	 Economic Community of West African States

ELUM	 ecological land use management 

EU	 European Union

FAO	 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

FDT	 Familia de la Tierra - Colombia

FFS	 farmer �eld schools

FNDASP	 National Agro-Sylvo-Pastoral Development Fund - Senegal

FNRAA	 National Agriculture and Agri-Food Research Fund - Senegal 

FSSAI	 Food Safety and Standards Authority of India

GAP	 Good Agricultural Practices 

GEF	 Global Environment Facility 

GMO	 genetically modi�ed organism 

GPAFS	 Global Partnership for Agriculture and Food Security 



xx i i

CO
NS

UM
ER

S
MA

RK
ET

S
PR

IC
E

KN
OW

LE
DG

E
IN

PU
TS

LO
GI

ST
IC

S
PA

CK
AG

IN
G

GU
AR

AN
TE

ES
FI

NA
NC

E
FO

RM
AL

IZ
IN

G
PA

RT
NE

RS

KEY�CONCEPTS

�AGROECOLOGY� is an integrated approach that simultaneously applies ecological and 
social concepts and principles to the design and management of food and agricultural 
systems. It seeks to optimize the interactions between plants, animals, humans and 
the environment while considering the social aspects that need to be addressed for 
a sustainable and fair food system. The 10 Elements of Agroecology are a guide for 
policy-makers, practitioners and stakeholders in planning, managing and evaluating 
agroecological transitions: diversity; synergies; ef�ciency; resilience; recycling; co-
creation and sharing of knowledge; human and social values; culture and food 
traditions; responsible governance; circular and solidary economy. The 10 Elements 
are interlinked and interdependent (FAO, 2018a).

�BOX�SCHEMES�, also known as paniers or canastas, are a speci�c type of direct market 
relationship or short supply chain where the producer organizes a box delivery of 
products directly and regularly to consumers. Although the level of commitment might 
differ substantially, these schemes are often equated with community supported 
agriculture (CSA) (see de�nition below).

�CERTIFICATION� is a procedure through which a party provides written assurance that a 
product, process or service conforms with certain standards (ISO, 2012). Certi�cation 
can be understood as a form of communication along the supply chain. The certi�cate 
demonstrates to the buyer that the supplier complies with certain criteria, which 
might be more convincing than if the supplier alone provided the assurance. In this 
handbook, we use the word �guarantee� rather than �certi�cation�, as we are exploring 
how a variety of actors can ensure that other actors are following speci�c standards 
for sustainability (FAO, 2003).

 A �CIRCULAR�ECONOMY� is based on the �sharing, leasing, reuse, repair, refurbishment, and 
recycling� of products and materials in an ideally closed loop. The goal is to reduce 
waste by keeping products and materials within the economy (Whitaker et al., 2017).

�COMMUNITY�SUPPORTED�AGRICULTURE�(CSA)� is a partnership between a farm and 
consumers where the risks and rewards of farming are shared. Originally developed 
as the Teikei model in Japan in the 1970s, each CSA is organized differently. However, 
four fundamental principles are commonly shared : �1) Partnership: CSA is based on 
a partnership, usually formalized as an individual contract between each consumer 
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INTRODUCTION

�We need to promote a transformative change in the way that we produce and 
consume food. We need to put forward sustainable food systems that offer 
healthy and nutritious food, and also preserve the environment.

Agroecology can offer several contributions to this process (..) agroecology 
can improve the resilience of farmers, especially in developing countries 
where hunger is concentrated. It can contribute to boost local economy. 
It can safeguard natural resources and biodiversity, as well as promote 
adaptation to and mitigation of climate change. It can also promote local 
culture and traditional knowledge. These multiple bene�ts make agroecology 
an important path for meeting the 2030 Agenda and addressing challenges 
that are interlinked.�

JosØ Graziano da Silva, FAO Director General
Opening Statement at the 2nd International Symposium for Agroecology.

Rome, Italy 3 April 2018

We live in a critical moment when it is clear that humanity must take immediate 
steps to ensure that the food systems that feed us today, tomorrow and in the future 
are sustainable (FAO, 2012). The arrival of the Anthropocene (Crutzen, 2006) and the 
unprecedented speed of biodiversity loss as reported by the IPBES (Brondizio et al., 2019) 
has brought major concerns over the ability of planet Earth to support contemporary 
dietary and lifestyle habits. This is particularly true in debates over food security for 
growing urban centres in both developing and developed countries (Fressoz and Bonneuil, 
2016). Indeed, the EAT-Lancet Commission�s study on healthy diets argues that since 
�much of the world�s population is inadequately nourished and many environmental 
systems and processes are pushed beyond safe boundaries by food production, a 
global transformation of the food system is urgently needed� (Willett et al., 2019). This 
means that we cannot focus only on the sustainability of food production practices (for 
instance, agroecological and climate resilient approaches), but we must also address 
the sustainability of the demand for healthy and diversi�ed food.
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(RE)VALUING�
AGRICULTURE��
FOR�SUSTAINABLE�
FOOD�SYSTEMS

7ENABLING�SUSTAINABLE�FOOD�SYSTEMS�–�INNOVATORS’�HANDBOOK
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�3.2.��External�communication:�attracting�new�consumers�
3.2.1.	 Watch�your�mouth!

The language you use should be adapted to the consumers with whom you are 
communicating. Identical concepts can be appealing or offending to different people. 
For example, words like �sustainable� will generally appeal more to highly educated 
consumers, while other consumers may identify more with �organic� or �natural� or 
�local�. If you present your initiatives in exactly the same terms to consumers from 
marginalized neighbourhoods or even to middle-class consumers, they may often feel 
excluded. Many testimonies point in the same direction: if you want to work with 
consumers from all segments of society, key words must be carefully chosen. The form 
should be different, but the content should remain the same:  

3.2.2.	 Be�aware�of�your�image

In less than a decade, social media have become the preferred form of virtual 
communication worldwide, reshaping the rules of Internet communication. Using a 
single image or a video to illustrate or compose a message, using social media has 
become a �must do�. 

All�consumers�seek�the�story�behind�the�food�they�eat.�

The importance of visual 
message on Lavka Lavka�s 
website (Russia)

Lavka Lavka is a farmers’ cooperative 
located in Moscow, Russia. It operates 
an online store, farmers’ market and 
restaurant to supply its customers with 
fresh and high-quality food from local 
farmers. As Lavka Lavka also operates 
an online store, a website (http://
lavkalavka.com/page/chto-takoe-
fermerskiy-kooperativ-lavkalavka) and a 
Facebook page (https://www.facebook.
com/lavkalavkarestaurant/) have been 
developed to provide information on the 
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�3.3.��Focus�groups�
Focus groups are an effective means of gathering information from a sample of potential 
consumers. They can take place for different purposes (both for in-depth research and 
for product-testing) and at different times throughout the season. For example, if you 
host a lot of training courses in your community, you should take advantage of these to 
hold focus groups. Think about the elements you want to know more about, and from 
whom, and set up the focus group accordingly. When focus groups are organized for 
research purposes, participants usually are not paid. However, if they are asked speci�c 
questions about your products or about an advertising campaign you want to launch, 
their invaluable opinions should receive some kind of compensation! 

Farmer visits to  
processing plants (Colombia)

In the case of the native potato chips 
produced by Familia de la Tierra, 
organizing visits to the processing plants 
are considered very important for the 
association’s producers. When producers 
learn about the entire product life cycle 

from processing to value addition, they can 
observe how their potatoes are fried and 
packed. They can understand why they have 
to select the right potatoes for producing 
potato chips. The main purpose of these 
visits is information-sharing in order to 
improve the entire process and build trust 
between the different system actors. 

Source: Oscar Nieto, FdT
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