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Abstract: Achieving food and nutrition security and ending hunger is a complex and multi-faceted
global challenge, which requires urgent attention, particularly in Africa. To eliminate hunger, the
continent needs to transition to new sustainable, inclusive, and resilient food systems that deliver
nutritious food and a healthy planet for all. This paper discusses challenges and opportunities
highlighted during the “Food Systems Transformation to Address the SDGs” session convened by
the African Research Universities Alliance (ARUA) and partners at the 8th World Sustainability
Forum (WSF2020) held in September 2020. The paper reflects on how African food systems need to
change to achieve the food systems related and interconnected the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). It also presents issues for consideration at the 2021 United Nations Food Systems Summit.
Key considerations include (i) the realization that nutrition insecurity is not food insecurity, (ii) the
need for Africa to actualize its potential, (iii) the need to demystify policy development processes;
(iv) the need to invest in better measurements and indicators; and (v) the need to create nature-based
climate-smart solutions

Keywords: Africa; food systems; transformation; policy development; healthy diets; food and
nutrition security; SDGs

1. Introduction

Sustainable food systems are at the center of the United Nations’ Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs), which call for significant transformations in agriculture and food
systems to end hunger, achieve food security, and improve nutrition by 2030 [1]. There
are also essential linkages between food systems and perhaps less obvious SDGs, demon-
strating that food is central to attaining all 17 SDGs [2]. For example, drought affects some
of the world’s poorest countries, exacerbating hunger and malnutrition [3]. In addition,
several policies that would improve sanitation and access to drinking water (SDG 6), such
as investment in the management of freshwater ecosystems and sanitation facilities, would
also support broader food-sustainability targets [4].

Furthermore, food production and transport consume almost a third of all energy
generated worldwide [5]. Unfortunately, there is continued use of unsustainable and
polluting sources to generate most energy, notably fossil fuels [6]. Therefore, sustainable
food production and consumption could also involve embracing and promoting affordable
and clean energy (SDG 7), such as ethanol from agricultural waste [7].

However, with 2030 fast approaching, the world is not on track to achieve the global
commitments proposed in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development [8]. According to
the 2020 State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World [9], more than 700 million people,
or 10 percent of the world population, still live in extreme poverty. About 690 million
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people were undernourished at the end of 2019, and because of the absence of rapid
interventions, the COVID-19 pandemic could force an additional 130 million people into
chronic hunger.

To accelerate actions towards the attainment of the SDGs, in 2020, the United Na-
tions Secretary-General António Guterres called for a high-level Food Systems Summit
to “awaken the world to the fact that we all must work together to transform the way the
world produces, consumes, and thinks about food” [10]. The emphasis on food system
transformation recognizes that our food systems are among the most powerful ways to
change course and progress towards all 17 SDGs.

Traditionally, the focus for the agriculture sector has been on food security, with
increasing yields and income touted as the solution. This approach has proved problematic,
as it has emphasized quantity over quality [11]. On the other hand, the food systems
approach focuses on the complex relationships between the environmental, economic, and
social pillars of sustainable development, forming a collaborative network from farm to
fork [12]. These interactions of formal and informal actors, vested interests, and technology
and innovation inequities make food system transformation complex adaptive systems [13].

This paper draws from the outcomes of the “Food Systems Transformation to Address
the SDGs” session held at the 8th World Sustainability Forum—WSF2020 held in September
2020. The session was led by the African Research Universities Alliance (ARUA), the Food
Systems Research Network for Africa (FSNet-Africa) at the University of Pretoria, and
the Directorate of Strategic Partnerships, South Africa’s National Research Foundation
and partners. This paper is further enriched by a broad review of recent research in food
systems aiming to identify key policy considerations for the United Nations Food Systems
Summit (UNFSS), which will occur in September 2021.

In analyzing the challenges rife within Africa’s food systems, this paper first places
Africa’s food systems into context by assessing the ability of Africa’s food systems to
provide healthy diets. Second, it considers policies relevant to the transformation of the
food systems before discussing the importance of science, data, and evidence to guide and
monitor actions designed to transform the continent’s food systems. The paper proceeds to
highlights the opportunity presented by the 2021 United Nations Food Systems Summit
before concluding with crucial actions for considerations by the Summit and the African
Member States to move towards equitable and sustainable food systems that provide food
security and nutrition for the continent’s growing population.

2. Africa’s Food Systems Context

Sub-Saharan Africa is not on track to achieve global commitments set out in the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development [14]. Hunger is increasing at an alarming
rate, with over 100 million Africans facing a crisis, emergency, or catastrophic levels of
food insecurity, according to the Global Report on Food Crises 2021 [15]. In West Africa,
23.6 million people face crisis-level food insecurity, and while conditions are deteriorating
in East Africa, where 7 million people are at risk of starvation and 33.8 million people
face acute food insecurity [16]. In Southern Africa, successive crop failures, poor harvests,
and high post-harvest losses are some of the factors that have taken a toll on agriculture
production and soaring food prices [17].

The outbreak of the COVID-19 global pandemic in 2020 and the different measures
adopted to control or mitigate the pandemic’s impact has worsened an already precarious
food security context in sub-Saharan Africa [18]. The pandemic has forced countries in
Africa to undertake strong measures ranging from total lockdowns to partial lockdowns to
stay-at-home orders [19]. To a large extent, these measures disrupted agricultural activities,
including farming, access to labor, farm inputs, and markets, leading to reduced food
access, lack of diversity, and high food costs, all of which have exacerbated food insecurity
related nutrition deficiencies [20].

Given that over 60 percent of Africa’s population lives in rural areas and is dependent
on agriculture and food systems, COVID-19 continues to pose a severe risk to millions
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of already vulnerable households [21]. The urban population has not been spared; over-
nutrition and micronutrient deficiencies are rising due to relatively high natural population
growth rates and rural–urban migration [22].

What is clear is that the pandemic has added a new and more complex layer to pre-
existing food security threats. In this review, we aim to assess how Africa’s food systems
are positioned to (1) deliver a healthy diet in sufficient quantities for all seasons and all
ages; (2) provide an affordable healthy diet; and (3) deliver an environmentally friendly
and healthy diet. We are also interested in the interlinkages of diets and food systems with
climate change, biodiversity loss, and other forms of environmental degradation.

2.1. African Food Systems and Healthy Diets

Food systems should provide diets to meet nutritional requirements for human
health [23]. The United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) [24] defines a healthy
diet as one that can prevent malnutrition in all of its forms and protect against non-
communicable diseases (NCDs) such as diabetes, heart disease, stroke, and cancer. Some
scholars define the ideal diet as a healthy one of sufficient quality and quantity and that is
affordable, safe, and culturally acceptable for ideal human nutrition and health status.

The EAT-Lancet Commission [25] on healthy diets from sustainable food systems
advocates for a new planet-friendly diet, branded as the “planetary health diet.” The diet is
a global reference diet for adults represented by half a plate comprising fruits, vegetables,
and nuts. The other half consists primarily of whole grains, plant proteins (beans, lentils,
pulses), unsaturated plant oils, modest amounts of meat and dairy, and some added sugars
and starchy vegetables.

However, this planetary health diet has been labelled by some African researchers [26].
Most diets in sub-Saharan Africa consist mainly of energy-dense staple cereals and root
crops, with tiny animal source proteins, vegetables, and fruits, resulting in limited dietary
diversity and micronutrient imbalances [27]. Because of this, sub-Saharan Africa as a region
not only suffers a high prevalence of chronic hunger but hidden hunger, as many more
people suffer from micronutrient deficiencies [28].

There is overwhelming evidence on the grave consequences and high costs of nutri-
tional deficiencies [29–31]. According to the 2017 Global Nutrition Report [32], these forms
of malnutrition present a significant impediment to achieving sustainable development,
with crippling consequences for human health, the environment, and human capabilities.
While there are multiple underlying determinants of malnutrition, sub-optimal diets are es-
sential contributors to poor nutritional outcomes [13]. These deficiencies are often coupled
with cases of obesity within the same communities—forming a triple burden on human
health and society [15].

Africa’s food systems can deliver healthy diets if the potential benefits of local or
indigenous foods, which unfortunately have been neglected and labeled as orphan crops,
are realized [33]. Only a few traditional foods reach consumers even though Africa is
home to over 400 documented vegetables alone and countless fruits, grains, pulses, and
tubers [34]. These nutrient-dense indigenous and traditional food crops play a vital role in
diversifying the food supply to enhance food and nutrition security [35]. They are akin to
“superfoods” that provide healthy, accessible, and affordable nutrient-dense alternatives to
popular non-native crops and contribute to closing nutritional inadequacies [36].

However, the benefits and value of indigenous foods within the African context have
not been thoroughly researched and publicized amongst producers, industry, and con-
sumers [37]. In addition, there is a need to invest in research on genetic improvement and
agronomic management levels, longer shelf life, and consumer access to these products [38].

2.2. Affordable Healthy Diets

The World Health Organization (WHO) [39] encourages more than 400 g of fruits
and vegetables as sources of dietary fiber, micronutrients, and antioxidants. However,
healthy diets are unaffordable to many people, especially the poor, in every region of the



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9018 4 of 15

world [11]. The most conservative estimate shows adequate nutrition is unaffordable to
more than 3 billion people globally. Many in Africa struggle to provide a nutritious diet
for their families [40]. According to the report, more than 77 percent of the population
of sub-Saharan Africa cannot afford even the cheapest nutrient-adequate diet that meets,
according to the report, “all known requirements for essential nutrients” [41]. This problem
is becoming more prevalent in urban areas, which have better nutritional status than
rural areas [42]. Reliance on heavily processed foods such as white sugar, white flour,
and cooking oil as the cheapest source of calories is driven by cost factors [43]. On the
other hand, rural areas remain vulnerable to dietary inadequacy caused by low yields, the
seasonality of supplies, and limited diversity [44].

Healthy diets are estimated to be, on average, five times more expensive than diets
that meet only dietary energy needs through a starchy staple [45]. The cost of a healthy
diet exceeds the international poverty line (established at USD 1.90 purchasing power
parity (PPP) per person per day), making it unaffordable for the poor [46]. While the
unaffordability of nutritious foods is a significant barrier to diet quality, the increased cost
of sustainably produced foods further reinforces economic barriers to achieving healthy
and sustainable diets [47].

The unaffordability of nutritious foods, coupled with affordable non-nutritious foods,
is a critical driver of the poor quality of children’s diets, contributing to all forms of malnu-
trition [48]. Affordability in Africa is compromised due to low productivity and insufficient
nutritionally dense horticultural products such as legumes, aquaculture products, livestock,
and other nutritious foods [49].

Pre- and post-harvest losses, food processing, marketing practices, and fiscal and
trade policies contribute to the high costs of nutritionally valuable foods [50]. Reducing
the cost of nutritious foods and increasing the affordability of healthy diets should begin
with a reorientation of agricultural priorities towards more nutritionally sensitive food
production [51]. Governments in Africa should consider instituting policy incentives to
promote dietary diversity. Often, subsidies exist for staples (white sugar, white flour, and
cooking oil), while no such supports exist for nutritious foods such as fruits, vegetables,
legumes, dairy, fish, and meat [52].

2.3. Environmentally Friendly Healthy Diets

The availability of healthy diets depends on the sustainability of food systems, and
the production of healthy diets requires healthy environments [53]. Meeting the needs of
the growing global population without expanding arable land in the face of the challenges
posed by climate change requires new approaches to food production and processing.
SDG12 calls for “responsible consumption and production,” which rests on the sustainable
use of the natural environment and resources to avoid adverse impacts on the planet [54].

Globally, food systems are locked in a spiral of decline due to environmental changes [55].
According to the 2020 Global Panel on Agriculture and Food Systems for Nutrition Re-
port [56], food systems are the most significant cause of anthropomorphic greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions (28 percent between 2007 and 2016), while agriculture alone accounts
for 70 percent of freshwater use. Even without the projected globally population growth,
food systems are operating well beyond planetary capacities [21]. The pressures placed on
natural resources by food production have left 25 percent of the globe’s cultivated land
degraded. At the same time, deforestation for agriculture is recognized as a significant and
irreversible cause of biodiversity loss [57].

As the world’s population continues to rise steadily, especially in developing countries,
there is a very substantial risk that the world will irreversibly cross multiple planetary
boundaries [32]. Africa’s population is the fastest growing in the world. It is expected
to increase to over 1.8 billion in 2035 [55]. Providing safe and nutritious food to this
fast-growing population poses severe challenges to plant, forest, aquatic, and animal
production [58]. Substantially increasing food and other ecosystem goods and services
while preserving the environment is a significant challenge for the region [59].
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Balancing the nutritional needs of people with environmental health is a complex
task [60]. They may have environmentally sustainable and unhealthy diets or healthy
and environmentally harmful [61]. Our challenge is to develop food systems that provide
both human and environmental well-being [62]. As such, recommendations on healthy
sustainable diets can be particularly problematic, especially in low- and middle-income
countries that already struggle with nutrition transitions and micronutrient deficiencies [63].
In Africa, where the undernutrition of women and children contributes more to the disease
burden than metabolic dietary risk factors, it is essential not to exacerbate the high rates
of undernutrition and micronutrient deficiencies through diet [64]. For example, where
food choices and diversity are limited, increasing animal-sourced food consumption might
improve health outcomes for these groups due to the high content and bioavailability of
critical micronutrients [65].

Healthy diets can produce co-benefits for human and environmental health [66–68].
Harnessing these co-benefits requires an integrated approach at the local, national, regional,
and global levels that considers the complex linkages and feedback loops between food
systems, diets, human health, and the environment [69]. There is an urgent need to
re-imagine Africa’s food systems and the economy.

3. Mapping Policies to the Food System

Food systems are embedded in public policy structures created and are enforced
globally, at national and local levels [70]. The interconnectedness of global, regional,
national, and local food systems, including the inter-relationships between the political,
institutional, and regulatory context in which food systems operate and the local/regional
context that shapes them, present challenges for policymakers [71,72]. Policymakers face
the challenge of developing coherent policies that respond to the “triple challenge” facing
food systems [73].

The African Union Commission (AUC) is responsible for coordinating regional cooper-
ation and integration amongst the African Member States [74]. Recognizing the significant
contribution of agriculture and food systems to African economies, policymakers at the
continental level have adopted several policies to push the continent toward sustained
economic transformation, enhanced food security, poverty reduction, and integration into
the global economy [75].

Specifically, to underline the commitment to agricultural development, in 2003, the
African Heads of States adopted the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Pro-
gramme (CAADP). They pledged to allocate at least 10 percent of their national budgets to
achieve at least a six percent per annum growth rate in the agricultural sector [76]. CAADP
implementation primarily occurs at the national level, where countries are supposed to
develop national CAADP Compacts outlining their agriculture priorities and National
Agriculture Investment Plans (NAIPs) [77]. Yet for CAADP to be effective in promoting
food and nutrition security and sustainable agricultural development across the African
continent, its implementation at the national level needs to be supported by actions and
policies at the continental and regional levels [78].

Regional coordination is increasingly recognized as key for boosting Africa’s agri-
cultural sector. Africa’s Regional Economic Communities (RECs) play a critical role in
addressing the barriers to agricultural trade among African countries that hamper attempts
by the continent’s agricultural producers to break into new markets. With the support
of leading technical institutions selected by The New Partnership for Africa’s Develop-
ment (NEPAD), RECs offer support to develop and implement the NAIPs. They mobilize
their states to define regional policies and programmes that are complementary to the
NAIPs [79].

RECs are also tasked with developing Regional Agricultural Investment Plans (RAIPs)
to affect the Regional Compacts. However, along with the CAADP processes, RECs con-
tinue to develop and implement regional agricultural policies to complement national
policies. In 2005, the Economic Community of Western African States (ECOWAS) adopted
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the Economic Community of West Africa Agricultural Policy (ECOWAP), which was sup-
plemented in 2010 by a regional agricultural investment programme. The Southern African
Development Community (SADC) began the same process and adopted the Regional
Agricultural Policy (RAP) in June 2013. This was followed by the Economic Community of
Central African States’ (ECCAS) adoption of the Central Africa’s Common Agricultural
Policy in July 2013. The East African Community (EAC) has had an agricultural policy and
a rural development policy since 2006. It adopted an action plan for food security in 2011
that is aligned with the CAADP priorities [80].

It is important to note that the CAADP framework and resulting first generation of
agricultural investment plans did not provide a comprehensive approach to tackle hunger
and malnutrition [81]. It was not until 2014 that Africa spotlighted malnutrition and
climate change as critical challenges that could be addressed through agriculture. During
the tenth anniversary of CAADP in 2014, the A.U. Heads of State and Government adopted
the Malabo Declaration on Africa Accelerated Agricultural Growth and Transformation
for Shared Prosperity and Improved Livelihoods [82]. They also endorsed the NEPAD
Program on Agriculture and Climate Change, targeting the adoption of Climate-Smart
Agriculture (CSA) by 25 million farm households by 2025 (Vision 25 “×” 25). The NEPAD
programme on CSA was a good start, but much more needs to be done to institutionalize
climate-smart agriculture [83].

Following the Malabo Declaration, a much stronger focus has been placed on mon-
itoring progress and implementation. Specific indicators and targets are stated in the
CAADP Results Framework [84]. Monitoring progress takes the form of agricultural Joint
Sector Reviews (JSRs) facilitated by ReSAKSS and IFPRI. In the JSRs, multiple stakeholders
review agricultural sector progress and hold each other accountable for commitments. The
framework also includes biennial tracking of progress, which began in 2017 [85].

The complexity of food system transformations means there will be no silver bullet
in policymaking. Policy processes involve a range of trade-offs, synergies, and choices
of policy instruments [86]. Furthermore, agricultural policies alone will not be effective
in addressing the triple challenge faced by food systems. Health, environmental, and
economic policies are equally crucial to a functional food system [87]. There is a need to
eliminate policy silos to achieve the required food system transformation. Inclusive and
transparent policy processes are needed to identify priorities, define synergies, and make
difficult decisions in the face of trade-offs and different values [88]. Developing a shared
understanding of facts and evidence among stakeholders will promote transparency and
accountability and help drive inclusive and agile policy processes [89].

4. Role of Research Evidence and Policy Advocacy in Informing Policies to Transform
African Food Systems

Evidence-based policy dialogue is essential to navigating complex food systems and
ensuring that they deliver healthy diets, livelihoods, and healthy African environments [90].
A key challenge is that agriculture and food policymakers are rarely informed of relevant
research outputs, which would enable them to make evidence-based decisions [91]. Even
when sound policies are created, they are neither adopted timeously nor implemented at all.
Sometimes, these policies are inconsistent with other national policies or have unexpected
impacts that are not mitigated against or monitored [92]. Furthermore, implementation
is nearly entirely driven by governments, with limited non-state actor participation, re-
sulting in a disconnect between stated intention and the actual delivered impact. Limited
mechanisms and the capability of monitoring and evaluation implies that a government is
either not always held to account by civil society for policies that may be ineffective, or
implementing partners are not held accountable for partial or poor implementation [93].

For many countries, developing effective policy responses to address the challenges
facing African food systems is made difficult by a lack of knowledge. There is growing
demand from policymakers and analysts for data and evidence on drivers of food system
transformations [94]. Such evidence could help in the design of efficient policy interven-
tions. SDG17 encourages global partnerships for sustainable development, complemented
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using multi-stakeholder platforms to implement the 2030 Agenda [95]. It also invites
states and other stakeholders to share knowledge, expertise, technology, and financial re-
sources to support the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals in all countries,
particularly developing countries [96].

The need for partnerships and inclusive platforms to support the policymaking pro-
cess was one driving factor behind the establishment of the Food, Agriculture, and Natural
Resources Policy Analysis Network (FANRPAN). Initiated in 1994 by the Ministers of Agri-
culture from the Eastern and Southern African region, FANRPAN is a pan-African policy
network that brings together governments, universities, researchers, civil society organi-
zations, farmer organizations, private actors, and private foundations [97]. FANRPAN’s
mandate is to “coordinate policy research and dialogue and recommend strategies for
promoting food, agriculture and natural resources sectors in Africa.” Currently operating
in 17 African countries, FANRPAN relies on a network of national hosting institutions
responsible for convening multi-stakeholder policy dialogues to define policy agenda,
undertake policy research, and conduct policy advocacy. It offers a platform where a
shared understanding of burning policy issues informed by research can emerge among
different stakeholders and serve as a basis for policy advocacy at national and regional
levels [98].

FANRPAN is co-leading the implementation of the Global Challenge Research Fund’s
Agricultural and Food-system Resilience: Increasing Capacity and Advising Policy (GCRF-
AFRICAP) programme. The GCRF-AFRICAP programme is co-developing and conducting
the research needed in each country, ranging from soils, plants, and livestock science to
meteorology, ecology, and political and social sciences and how it all impacts food and
nutrition security [99]. The programme has developed an integrated the Future Estimator
for Emissions and Diets (iFEED) framework, which provides integrated evidence to shape
policies towards climate-smart food systems.

As well as looking at future food production, iFEED includes modeling emissions,
climate extremes, and trade and nutrition analysis. Through conversations with in-country
project partners, we identified a range of crops to be focused on in AFRICAP. The final
simulated yields in iFEED reflect these choices and available crop models. Through the
framework, the project has assessed the production of a broader range of crops in the future,
assuming average climate impacts where the more detailed model simulations are not
available. Livestock production changes are projected using future available livestock feed
and the observed relationships between livestock feed and livestock production. Taken
together, assessing such a wide range of food commodities has allowed the project to say
something meaningful about future food systems on the continent [100].

Science, data, and research evidence are critical components to guide and monitor
activities across the various elements of the food systems [101]. The continent needs
to strengthen evidence and data generation capacities to foster a shared understanding
of facts and promote more transparent policy processes. It is in part due to this need
that the African Research Universities Alliance (ARUA) was launched in March 2015,
bringing together, at the time, 16 of the region’s leading universities working to solve the
development challenges of the region. ARUA is pursuing its goal of enhancing research
and graduate training in member universities through several channels, including Centres
of Excellence (CoEs), hosted by member universities [64].

The ARUA Centre of Excellence in Sustainable Food Systems—ARUA-SFS was es-
tablished in 2018 to work with a broad consortium of African and international partners
on food system research, policy, and capacity development. Hosted by the University of
Pretoria in collaboration with the University of Ghana and the University of Nairobi, the
ARUA-SFS is leading two flagship projects relevant to Africa’s food systems [102].

The Capacity Building Food Security for Africa (CaBFoodS-Africa) project collabora-
tively builds the capacities required across research and policy to tackle the triple burden
of malnutrition and avoid the policy paralysis that, in some countries, has led to little or no
progress towards addressing the SDGs. The project team, which includes the Universities
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of Pretoria, Nairobi, Ghana, FANRPAN, and the Regional Universities Forum for Capacity
Building in Agriculture (RUFORUM), incorporates expertise in agriculture, post-harvest
losses, land use, food security, nutrition and health, rural livelihoods, and policy and institu-
tional analysis. The consortium addresses capacity building and policy development under
five broad themes: (1) building capacity in food security through different approaches;
(2) retaining nutrient quality through complementary interventions; (3) building skills to
use big data through the lens of agriculture and food systems; (4) develop policies for
optimal nutrition-sensitive options; and (5) a high-level colloquium [103].

The Food Systems Research Networks for Africa (FSNet-Africa) project is similarly
working to strengthen food system research capabilities and translate evidence into imple-
mentable policy solutions and practical interventions supporting the SDG targets for Africa.
The significant contribution of FSNet-Africa towards addressing the SDG challenges is
developing a new understanding of the African food system through the development
of the FSNet-Africa Food Systems Framework and using system-based methodologies to
conduct research that enhances understanding of the components of the framework, the
interactions between these components, and ultimately, the leverage points for food system
transformation [104].

What is emerging from these partnerships and projects is that scientists and policy-
makers will have to interact in new ways. There is a need for researchers and policy actors
to co-create rather than transfer and apply knowledge independently. Without effective
science–policy interfaces, transformation is hampered at a time when urgent action is
crucial to design and implement healthy, equitable, and sustainable food systems [105].
New thinking and flexible funding models, at both the national and global levels, are also
required to enable science to respond to short-term policy needs without diverting funds
from longer-term research [106].

5. The Food Systems Summit—What It Means for Africa

In September 2021, U.N. Secretary-General António Guterres will convene a Food
Systems Summit as part of the Decade of Action to achieve the SDGs by 2030. With only
ten years remaining, many of the 17 SDGs stay far out of reach and have been further
slowed down by COVID 19. The U.N. Food Systems Summit will raise ambition for global
public mobilization and actionable commitments to invest in diverse ways to make food
systems inclusive, climate-smart, and resilient and support sustainable peace [107]. The
summit is structured around five objectives helping to transform global food systems to
deliver on all 17 interconnected SDGs: (1) ensuring access to safe and nutritious food for all;
(2) shifting to sustainable consumption patterns; (3) boosting nature-positive production at
sufficient scales; (4) advancing equitable livelihoods and value distribution; and (5) building
resilience to vulnerabilities, shocks, and stresses [108].

The preparatory process towards the summit is designed to enable stakeholders to
develop, test, and adopt frameworks and decision-making tools. It provides platforms for
the innovative partnerships and initiatives needed to catalyze significant commitments
for accelerated action and investment towards more sustainable food systems. Multi-
stakeholder dialogues are increasingly recognized as a valuable approach for engaging
multiple actors and using their combined knowledge to resolve system challenges. That
is why the Food Systems Summit Dialogues (FSSD) programme is a core component of
the preparations process for the summit. There are three types of FSSDs that are being
convened, namely the Member State Dialogues, the Independent Dialogues, and the Global
Dialogues. To reinforce the Member State Dialogue process, some governments are working
together on convening Intergovernmental Dialogues that appreciate and explore aspects of
food systems that extend beyond their borders [109].

For Africa, the summit offers the region the opportunity to build on the successes by
identifying opportunities, experiences, lessons, and knowledge from across the globe—and
through multiple actors. It offers all actors across the region the opportunity to build a
robust food system and identify actions that the continent can leverage to meet the 2030
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development agenda. The summit dialogue process allows for dialogue convenors to
provide feedback. To date, over 600 dialogues have been convened globally, including 116
in Africa. The most identified issues have focused on finance, distribution of resources,
equity, food supply, consumer trends, impact on the environment and climate change, and
the lack of sound, effective, and appropriate policies [110].

Feedback reports also mentioned lack of access to food, COVID-19 impacts, poor
governance, lack of innovation, lack of education, and the lack of specific research as
additional problem areas. While not mentioned as frequently, some reports noted the lack
of coordination among different actors, the lack of focus or ability to ensure sustainability,
food wastage, the use of plastic, poor or inadequate infrastructure, poor treatment of
livestock, and the inability to scale up innovations or other interventions. Also mentioned,
albeit a few times, were issues surrounding corruption, the lack of capacity of various
actors, the failure to manage change, migration, no or low political will, technology, and
the challenge of transforming socio-economic systems. Lack of access to resources and not
ensuring inclusion were infrequently mentioned [111,112].

For Africa, the UNFSS Dialogues are valuable platforms for advocacy to push for na-
tional commitments and targets on food systems, mainly CAADP and Malabo Declaration
and associated NAIPs; National Environmental and Climate Change Adaptation Plans;
National Nutrition Action Plans, among others.

6. Policy Considerations for the Food Systems Summit

The transformation of food systems requires coordinated action to be accompanied
by fundamental understanding and policy actions. Food systems need to be repositioned
from just producing and supplying food to providing high-quality diets for all. This will
require policy initiatives far beyond agriculture to encompass health and the environment,
which harness the power of all food system actors. For this to happen, some potential
game-changers include:

1. The realization that Nutrition insecurity is not food insecurity—Nutrition secu-
rity goes beyond food security by considering the nutritional value of food and the
systemic factors that determine an individual’s nutritional status. It is about a com-
munity’s access to essential nutrients, not just calories. Undernutrition, malnutrition,
and increasingly overnutrition are still pressing issues in many African countries.
Promoting nutrition security offers several opportunities to stimulate economic and
pro-poor development in cost-efficient ways. Furthermore, by addressing food sys-
tems, production systems, the collecting, storage, transport, transformation, and
distribution of food, diets, and health can be improved;

2. Africa actualizing its potential—Africa can produce diverse nutritious diets to feed
itself and the rest of the world. However, the rhetoric that Africa, most of whose
people are farmers, is poorly educated, illiterate, uninformed, and unable to feed
itself has resulted in Africans depriving themselves of assets and resources within
reach. As Africans, we have undervalued our potential to create, use, and add value
to traditional products and hidden foods such as forest fruits and vegetables, which
have been dubbed orphaned crops. There is a need to deconstruct the narrative of
Africa as lacking the capacity for transformational change on the demand and supply
side of the value chains;

3. Demystifying the policy development processes—The policy process is typically
seen as having a series of sequential parts or stages of problem identification, agenda
setting, consideration of policy options, decision making, implementation, and evalua-
tion. This stage-based view emphasizes that policy is a process involving many different
parts of the government. It is also simple and intuitively appealing. However, in prac-
tice, policy issues are interconnected. Policymakers fumble around for solutions in the
context of great uncertainty and many internal and external constraints.

There is a need to re-engineer the policy development process and make it tangible, so
the evidence is indisputable. Governments and their higher-level structures at the regional



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9018 10 of 15

and continental levels (i.e., RECs and the AUC) should take responsibility for directing
this transformation and provide opportunities for closer engagement with all of actors
in the food system. The policy environment is the most critical factor that will underpin
the continent’s transformation. The policy environment should ensure that activities and
services across the entire spectrum of the food system function to accelerate SDG 2 (zero
hunger). There is a power issue inherent in the changes that are needed. The Ministry of
Agriculture is generally amongst the weaker ministries in a government, compared to the
Finance, Defense, Health and Education departments. However, in countries where the
agriculture portfolio has been elevated to the President’s Office, there has been concerted
efforts to meet the CAADP commitments and prioritize agriculture development [112].

4. Investing in better measurements and indicators—We need to have appropriate
matrices to measure production costs and costs of inaction. Better measurements
and indicators are required to assess the impact of the various determinants of sus-
tainable food systems and the potential synergies and trade-offs associated with any
recommendations towards increasing our food-changing course system;

5. Creating nature-based climate-smart solutions—while most emphasis has been on
economic solutions and, to a limited extend, social solutions, the cost to the environ-
ment has been ignored. We are paying the prices as climate change has become a real
burden. Building resilience and the adoption of climate-smart food systems calls for
urgent action.

7. Conclusions

This article highlights that food systems can only be fully functional if they are sus-
tainable, providing diverse, accessible, affordable, and nutritious diets. Food system
transformation requires coordinated, multi-sector interventions that can only be achieved
through visionary leadership, strong partnerships with shared outcomes. Designing sus-
tainable food systems for healthy diets and a healthy planet will need to consider local
realities and contexts. The emerging policy synergies can only be achieved by promoting
transdisciplinary research and dialogues developed through strong collaboration among
all stakeholders locally, regionally, and globally. For Africa, the U.N. Food Systems Summit
offers a golden opportunity to collectively identify bold new partnerships, actions, solu-
tions, and strategies to deliver progress on all the 17 SDGs. At the same time, the summit
offers an opportunity to accelerate the transformation of the continent’s food systems for
shared prosperity and improved livelihoods.
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