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Introduction

The time is now for the transformation of food systems. Addressing food insecurity, climate change,
biodiversity loss, health and inequality requires a radical overhaul of how we produce and consume food. In
2023, between 713 and 757 million people continued to face hunger, while 2.8 billion people could not afford
a healthy diet. At the same time, food systems account for 31 percent of human generated GHG emissions,
and 70 percent of global biodiversity loss. Climate shocks, conflicts and economic slowdowns continue to
cause food shortages, supply chain disruptions and volatility in food and fertilizer prices, laying bare food
systems’ lack of resilience.

The challenges for transformation are immense. Food systems are highly interconnected across various
sectors and are linked to all the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Consequently, transforming them
requires integrated, multidimensional solutions that seek to influence change through a systems lens
targeting both short-term needs and structural flaws to build greater resilience, sustainability and equity. The
recently published UNDP White Paper “Supporting Food Systems Transformation Towards Sustainability and
Resilience”, identifies six structural drivers that need to be addressed: poverty & inequality, health, gender,
environment, climate change and energy.

However, the potential for grassroots-led, institutional, policy or other changes in those areas to positively
impact food systems depends on governance and the creation of inclusive, participatory processes to
identify, adopt and implement priorities. The outcomes of such mechanisms are not only driven by evidence,
but also strongly influenced by political and economic factors. Power asymmetries — whether between
nations, corporations, (small-scale) producers, or communities- play a crucial role in determining who has
access to resources, who makes decisions, and ultimately, who benefits. Therefore, to truly transform food
systems, navigating and addressing power is essential.
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Why power asymmetries
are of critical importance for
food systems transformation

To gain deeper insight into the importance of
power dynamics in food systems transformation,
UNDP’s Food Systems team carried out an initial
analysis on food and power to identify the most
critical areas of power asymmetries, and potential
opportunities to navigate or address them. This
work built on other initiatives undertaken by
UNDP on political economy and power issues,
such as the 2022 co-inquiry into how international
development practitioners can work more
effectively with power in multi-stakeholder
processes for food systems transformation'.
Although by no means comprehensive, the
analysis serves to provide an entry-point for
further engagement.

Power is often defined as the ability of individuals,
groups, or institutions to shape actions, beliefs,
and behaviours through means like authority,
knowledge, wealth, social norms, or even physical
force. However, power can also be understood as
a structural force that defines what is possible or
not, setting the boundaries of action. It not only
reinforces existing systems but can also be a tool
for creating change by challenging and reshaping
these boundaries. Power asymmetries on the
other hand, refer to disproportionate power
relationships between entities or across different
levels. This scoping exercise focuses on those
asymmetries, as they are clearly reflected in our
food systems, affecting who has control over
resources, decision-making, and the distribution
of benefits within the system. These imbalances
influence the outcomes of food systems at every
level, from local to global, and have profound
implications  for  food security, equity,
sustainability, and resilience.

To identify potential power asymmetries in food
systems, UNDP carried out an exploratory
analysis based on the four arenas of power (see
Just Associates, 2024)2. This framework is
particularly  suited for examining power
asymmetries in food systems as it integrates actor
dynamics and agency, addresses governance
and collective action issues, and analyses
structural and systemic power, which often
remains more hidden. The framework assesses
power dynamics along four dimensions:

1See https://www.undp.org/publications/working-power-multi-
stakeholder-processes-insights-undp-co-inquiry-accelerating-
progress-towards-more-sustainable-food-system

FOUR DIMENSIONS OF POWER

VISIBLE
POWER

@ ==
Q e

operates through formal decision-making
processes, such as laws, policies, budgets, and
institutions that enforce rules

shapes agendas by allowing corporations,
banks, elites, and private institutions to
influence policymaking in their favor.

moulds societal norms and beliefs, using values,
ideologies, and narratives to exclude, divide, and
control.

underpins all relationships through entrenched
structures of domination, such as patriarchy,
extractive capitalism, colonialism, and white

supremacy, which limit alternative ways of

thinking and organizing

Based on this framework, UNDP then analysed
power asymmetries in three core areas, namely 1)
corporate concentration; 2) resources: access,
rights and governance; and 3) global, national,
and local governance and policies.

Corporate Concentration

Each stage of the food supply chain is dominated
by a handful of companies. This concentration
results largely from horizontal and vertical
mergers that reduce competition and typically
increase market share or control over related
markets. Financial incentives, technological lock-
ins, and skewed regulatory environments
entrench these processes. This dominance
enables corporations to lobby effectively - limiting
governments’, other duty bearers, as well as rights
holders’ ability to implement necessary changes
in support of healthy, just and sustainable food
systems. Key areas of corporate concentration
include:

2 Lisa VeneKlasen, Alexa Bradley and Jethro Pettit (2024),
Just Power: A Guide for Activists and Changemakers, Just
Associates (Washington DC). Accessible

online : https://pressbooks.pub/jass-power-guide/.
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Field to point of sale: A few multinational
corporations’ control most of the global market for
seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, farm equipment and
machinery, leading to high costs for smallholder
farmers, reduced autonomy, loss of local food
sovereignty, and increased economic disparities.
Meanwhile, a handful of international commodity
traders and processors dominate the middle of
the industrial agri food chain, exerting outsize
influence on market structure and pricing. These
processes work hand in hand with big data,
biotech and digitalization strategies being rolled
out across the industrial food chain, favouring the
interests of a small number of large data
companies, alongside the field to point of sale
agribusiness players.

Retail: Major supermarket chains and fast-food
restaurants dominate food retail in many
countries, exercising monopsony power to
undermine small producers' livelihoods,
displacing local and territorial markets, influencing
prices and product availability, and advancing
policies favoured towards big business. Retail
concentration also reduces people's access to
local, healthy and culturally appropriate diverse
food, and shapes food environments towards less
healthy options such as ultra-processed foods
and beverages.

Ultra-Processed Food and Beverages (UPFBs):
Large corporations control significant portions of
this market, impacting consumer preferences
through marketing and the shaping of narratives
that support the consumption of UPFBs,
contributing to the ballooning of chronic disease,
favouring (heavily subsidised) monoculture
commodities, and undermining local food
systems. Corporate actors also exert significant
pressure on lawmakers, using lobbying to shape
legislation and policies in ways that serve their
interests—often at the expense of public health
and social well-being, particularly for the most
vulnerable.

Resources: Access, governance and
rights

Power asymmetries regarding access to - and
governance and rights over — resources create
significant disparities that shape agricultural
practices and impact food security and
livelihoods. These asymmetries are often rooted
in the unequal distribution of, governance over,
and rights to land, water, energy, financial capital,
infrastructure, technology and knowledge, which
in  turn influence livelihoods, production
capabilities and marketing options.

Key power asymmetries associated with natural,
financial, and non-material resources include:

Land and water: in many countries, a small
number of wealthy individuals, financiers and
corporations (including from outside the country)
own, control and lease large tracts of agricultural
land —or control waterways— limiting smallholder
producers’ access. This power asymmetry
exacerbates inequalities, undermines traditional
livelihoods, and threatens food security. It also
promotes monoculture farming and industrial
extraction (e.g., large-scale commercial fishery
and forestry) that deplete soil fertility and
biodiversity and contaminates aquifers and
running water. Further, this concentrated control
over resources can often be in violation of
traditional customary rights and governance and
is underpinned by a narrative that food —and the
land and water needed to produce it— is a
commodity, rather than a human right, public
good and part of the commons.

Finance: The finance sector exercises
considerable power over food systems, including
reshaping them as a profit centre for private
investment. As a result, large agribusinesses have
better access to both credit and public subsidies,
enabling investment in advanced technologies
that lock in their power. In contrast, small-scale
food producers and countries in the Global South
seeking finance can face debt bondage, high-
interest rates and strict borrowing conditions,
hindering their own growth, innovation and
resilience. Collective and public means of finance
—including government, multilateral or co-
operative finance models— face barriers and
austerity regimes. Together, these asymmetries
perpetuate poverty, economic inequality, and
food insecurity.

Technology and innovation: High-tech
innovation approaches, as driven by the agendas
of large corporations, are often advanced as
solutions to food systems challenges. These
approaches may instead serve to lock countries
and food producers into an industrial agribusiness
agenda, limiting options to adopt more resilient,
ecological and livelihood enhancing approaches.
These power asymmetries in innovation are
exemplified in the generous financial and policy
support available for the digitalization of
agriculture and food chains —and related frontier
technologies such as blockchain, modern
biotechnologies and Al— while small food
producer-led innovation is largely invisibilised.



Global, national and local governance
and policies

Global and national policies and governance
processes and dynamics significantly influence
food systems, shaping resource distribution, the
structuring of markets, and broader financial and
regulatory  frameworks —often in  ways
disadvantageous to less powerful countries and
small-scale actors within food systems. Though
policies and governance are cross-cutting
through the two previous core areas, specific
power asymmetries at work in this area include:

Geopolitical power asymmetries Geopolitical
power asymmetries are often rooted in historical
processes such as colonization and slavery, and
their legacies perpetuate power asymmetries
between the Global North and the Global South.
They also shape responses to major global
challenges, such as climate change. For example,
developed nations are better able to invest in
climate resilience, while insisting that developing
countries align their policies with financialization
approaches (e.g. carbon trading and biodiversity
offsets) and high-tech strategies that advantage
northern financiers, agribusiness and tech
companies, in order to secure funding and
support.

Trade and other international economic
frameworks Economic frameworks such as trade
agreements tend to lock in inequities,
favouring large economies and multinational
corporations, and creating barriers for domestic
initiatives, including those designed to protect
small-scale food providers, public health and
workers’ rights. Unfair trade regimes also force
governments in developing economies to take on
burdensome debt, weaken social safety nets, and
drive policy changes that undermine food
sovereignty and ecologically sensitive land and
resource stewardship.

National and local policies National and local
policies such as subsidies and marketing support
often favor large-scale commercial agriculture,
fishing, forestry and retailing over smallholder
food production and territorial marketing, leading
to the marginalization of local communities,
increased food insecurity and environmental
destruction. Similarly, national and local policies
often favor privatization of land, water and other
public goods over customary and collective rights
and tenure regimes —undermining local
resilience and agency.

Multi Stakeholder processes: Power (including
financial resources) often determines processes,
participation, goals and outcomes for multi
stakeholder decision-making initiatives. Multi
stakeholder decision-making processes are
therefore often stacked against small-scale food
system actors and other marginalized
constituencies. In this context, multi stakeholder
processes —often advanced in global and
national food policy processes— can serve to both
co-opt and tokenize the participation of
marginalized actors, and further entrench existing
power asymmetries.

Addressing power asymmetries can have
transformative effects on the adoption and
implementation of policies that enable food
systems change. For example, they can:

e Promote more competition, enabling
fairer prices for smallholder farmers and
consumers. This could include reforms in
anti-trust rules, with stronger competition
laws that discourage excessive
consolidation.
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e Repurpose agricultural subsidies from
production models posing health and
environmental risks and exacerbating
inequality, towards more sustainable
production models, such as agroecology.

e Strengthen environmental regulations
and their enforcement, through
regulatory  frameworks  that curb
environmentally harmful practices and
that ensure adherence to sustainable
practices, accountability and fair
competition.

e Promote improvements in land tenure for
greater access to land by small-scale
farmers, Indigenous peoples and other
marginalized groups.

e Strengthen the regulation of financial
markets and increase collective and
public means of finance, including
government, multilateral or co-operative
finance models.

e Redirect supports for technology and
innovation from high tech agendas
towards diverse in-situ  innovation
advanced by small-scale food producers
and communities (e.g. agroecological
innovation and Indigenous foodways) that
strengthen food security, resilience,
livelihoods and healthy diets.

Supporting stakeholders to
understand, navigate and
address power
asymmetries:

the opportunities

If we agree that power asymmetries hold back
change in food systems, it is imperative that we
include actions to “work with power” in food
systems projects, programmes and strategies.
However, this is not the current practice; many
interventions continue to focus on technical
solutions without considering the political
economy at play, making them ineffective.
Including actions to understand, navigate and
address power asymmetries could help to remove
such barriers.

UNDP, in collaboration with other UN agencies
and global and national stakeholders, seeks to
play a fundamental role in this transformation by
mainstreaming the inclusion of power dynamics in
work on food systems, raising awareness,

reshaping narratives, empowering individuals and
communities to act on their own behalf, and by
supporting policymakers to better navigate power
dynamics to adopt and implement public policies
that accelerate food systems transformation.
There are many opportunities to address power
asymmetries in food systems: these could be
geared towards altering perspectives on food and
power by raising awareness and changing
mindsets, for example by supporting immersive
programs for policy-makers, civil society and other
stakeholders to share experiences and best
practices on navigating power asymmetries in
food and agriculture, or the organization of policy
dialogues to shine light on the extent of power
asymmetries on specific topics, such as scaling up
agroecology or repurposing subsidies in support
of health, the environment and small-scale food
producer livelihoods.

They could also help to shift narratives and
research away from reinforcing food as a
commodity, grounded in extractivism and
separate from nature — and towards narratives
and research that understands food as a human
right, a public good and part of the commons. For
example, by supporting increased cooperation
between social movements, independent policy
researchers and decision-makers to increase the
availability and take up of unbiased, evidence-
based analysis to inform food and agricultural
policy reform.

Activities can also focus on empowering
marginalized stakeholders to participate more
successfully in decision-making processes, at
global, regional and national levels. For example,
this can take the form of civil society capacity
building in areas such as power analysis,
leadership, and negotiation and advocacy, to help
associations and collectives increase their
influence over policymaking for the food and
agricultural sectors. Further, it may include
advancing conflict of interest rules to prevent
private sector entities who would profit from
decisions, to be seated at the decision-making
table.

Finally, integrated country support projects,
including power mapping, could be rolled out in
partnership with national governments and civil
society to render visible power dynamics that may
be holding back food system transformation,
increase participation in policy processes,
strengthen transparency mechanisms and
promote integrated governance combining land,
environmental, and food systems policies to
empower local communities.



Engaging with partners to
explore potential for
collective action

As one of the leading organizations working to
fulfil the SDGs, and building on its country
presence and experience in whole-of-society
approaches to change in food systems, the Food
Systems team in UNDP has undertaken an
exploratory and participatory process to better
understand the power dynamics of food systems
transformation, and identify potential areas for
collective action —recognising that addressing
the broader political economy of food systems
transformation is a sensitive subject.

This included the launch of a co-design process,
in February 2025, through which it is working
together with experts from a range of
organizations to design plans for a next phase of
the Food and Power Initiative, as well as the
agenda for an upcoming global dialogue. In this
process, UNDP is collaborating with
representatives from the Africa Network of
Agricultural Policy Research Institutes,
Agroecology Coalition, FAO, Friends of the Earth,
Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition,
Government of Brazil, International Food Policy
Research Institute, Institute for Agriculture and
Trade Policy, International Panel of Experts on
Sustainable Food Systems, The New Institute,
World Food Programme, Global Alliance for the
Future of Food, and Institute for Research and
Promotion of Alternatives in Development in
Africa.

Through this process, we have been refining the
theoretical and practical foundations of the Food
and Power Initiative, including strengthening our
conceptualization of power asymmetries in the
food system, better understanding strategies and
tactics used both by the powerful and by those
who seek to disrupt it, and exploring priority
themes for a next phase of work. This co-design
process underpins the collaborative nature of the
Initiative, drawing on the expertise of
organizations from around the world.

Phase 2 of the Food and Power Initiative

Grounded in input gathered during the scoping
phase, the Food and Power Initiative is now
preparing for a Phase 2. Pending funding, this
phase (set to run from July 2025 to December
2026), will advance Initiative, global and country
level activities.

Highlights include the establishment of a Food
and Power Initiative secretariat, founding a global
Community of Practice on Food and Power,
developing key knowledge products,
participating in and hosting global convenings,
and organizing participatory power mapping and
power learning journeys in pilot countries, on key
themes such as scaling up agroecology and
repurposing subsidies.

Global Dialogue

UNDP —with support from EIT Food and FOAG—
has organized a global, 3-day, in-residency
dialogue titled “Food systems and power: towards
collective action for systemic change” to bring
together fifty leading experts and practitioners
from development, government, civil society,
academia and the business community at UK-
based Wilton Park on 23-25 June 2025. Through
interactive discussions and expert insights, UNDP
aim to foster collaborative action to illuminate how
power dynamics influence food system
transformation and identify how we can take
collective action. As such, Wilton Park is expected
to expand and strengthen the collaboration
between diverse global, regional and country
level partners, and help further shape the
priorities for Phase 2 of the Food and Power
Initiative.
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