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Executive Summary
This paper is a think-piece on the role of the Committee on World Food
Security (CFS) in supporting outcomes associated with the Food Systems
Summit (FSS). It explores key questions the CFS and its advocates are likely
to grapple with moving forward. The goal of the analysis is to identify
potential pathways for the CFS within the global governance environment,
as policymakers attempt to spur action toward the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs).
The CFS is a multistakeholder, intergovernmental forum in the United Nations
(UN) system that develops and endorses global policy recommendations
related to food security and nutrition. It does this by supporting and advising
member states, promoting accountability, sharing best practices, and
developing global strategic frameworks. It holds an annual plenary session
that serves as the central mechanism for creating global consensus on
voluntary policy recommendations.
Its most prominent strengths include an inclusive structure that provides
formal mechanisms for both civil society (the CSM: Civil Society Mechanism)
and the private sector (the PSM: Private Sector Mechanism) to participate
in discussions with member states and diverse stakeholders (academia, UN
agencies, others). The CFS’ science-policy interface―the High-Level Panel of
Experts (HLPE)―provides knowledge-based guidance to guide policymaking.
In 2021, UN Secretary-General António Guterres convened the FSS as part of
the Decade of Action to achieve the SDGs by 2030. The FSS was intended to
catalyze action on all 17 SDGs, each of which connects in some way to food
systems. This is a broader set of goals than the CFS, which focuses primarily
on food security and SDG2 (“end hunger, achieve food security and improved
nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture”).
This project was an outgrowth of conversations in 2021 between the World
Food Policy Center at Duke University and other stakeholders with interests
in the global food governance architecture. Animating questions for the
report include the following:
•

What role could the CFS play in implementing or supporting the policy
initiatives that emerged from the FSS?

•

What within the CFS structures or procedures could be optimized to allow
it to meet the opportunities associated with the FSS?

The analysis in this report draws from: 1) a literature review; 2) semistructured interviews with key officials and academics familiar with the CFS,
FSS, and the global food governance landscape; 3) an expert roundtable;
and 4) an advisory group of faculty with expertise in global health, defense,
international development, and international organizational design.
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The CFS can have only limited engagement with the outcomes of the FSS without more capacity
support.
Interviews with this study’s sample of officials, academics, the roundtable, and the advisory group
revealed a nuanced assessment of the FSS. Some were encouraged by discussions on sustainable food
systems or specific Coalitions of Action. Others thought the Scientific Group’s work might lead to lasting
changes on issues such as data collection frameworks or science-policy frameworks. However, many
sounded a note of caution and were skeptical the FSS would have significant value.
Stakeholders have taken steps to ensure inertia is not the FSS’s legacy. The UN Secretary-General called
for a Coordination Hub led by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) to ensure collaboration
across the UN system in response to the FSS. The Coordination Hub has, in turn, incorporated elements
of the CFS into its structure in two places:
•

The CFS chair will liaise with the chairs of the Rome-Based Agencies (RBAs) to help oversee
the implementation of the national pathways (national action plans developed by countries in
coordination with FSS) as well as to monitor their progress.

•

The HLPE will build upon the work of the FSS Scientific Group to develop a science ecosystem of
support in support of FSS aims.

The CFS met in October 2021 to wrestle with the implications of the FSS. There were three schools of
thought among members and participants on how the CFS could engage with the FSS (Figure 1. Three
options for CFS action; Table 1 provides a deeper summary):
Figure 1. Three options for CFS action

Maximum
Engagement

The CFS should take the most expansive
position―maximum engagement.

#2

Limited
Engagement

The CFS should engage with the FSS to a limited
degree. There were two sub-groupings within this
category: 1) the sovereignty camp which believed
national governments should self-determine
policies for food systems, and 2) the capacity camp
which argued CFS is not resourced enough to play a
central role post-FSS.

#3

No
Engagement

The CFS should not engage with the FSS.

#1
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Table 1. Potential Options for CFS for FSS Engagement

PROPOSED
CHANGES

Option #1
Maximum
Engagement

Changes to the
plan of work

Yes, consider the FSS
comprehensively

No

No

High-Level Panel of
Experts (HLPE) could
be strengthened

Wasn’t focal point in
discussions for
sovereignty camp;
capacity camp
stated HLPE was
sufficient

Strongly advocates
strengthening HLPE

Science-policy
interface

Option #2
Limited
Engagement

Option #3
No Engagement

National
Pathways

CFS products should
influence and inform
national dialogues

States’ discretion;
no need to promote
CFS model

No systematic
engagement
(however, might
support nations
independently
considering CFS
policy products
when charting their
path)

Coalitions of
Action

CFS should
participate,
potentially helping to
establish follow-up
mechanisms or
monitoring and
tracking outcomes

No active role; CFS
can engage if
requested

No engagement

Financial
Pledges

CFS could consider
engaging to monitor
pledges

No

No
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As a political body, the CFS’ response to the
FSS will be driven by political considerations.
Based on our survey of the landscape, Option
#2 (limited engagement) appears to be the most
likely scenario. There are multiple reasons for this
conclusion:
•

Option #3 (no engagement) does not have
wide-ranging support

•

Option #1 (maximum engagement) requires
elevating the CFS’s authority and resources,
which has historically been difficult

•

Option #2 (limited engagement) has powerful
advocates among CFS member states

The CFS is positioned to be an intermediary
for the Coordination Hub, providing ideational
support, convening and coordination.
The report utilizes the orchestration framework
to examine the CFS’ method of governance.
Orchestration literature provides insight into how
organizations with limited resources and authority
can meet broad mandates and ambitious
governance goals. An “orchestrator” is a lead
actor that possesses certain features―legitimacy,
focality (a central place in the issue area), financial
resources, and a collaborative culture―and works
through “intermediaries” to influence the behavior
of targeted actors (Abbott & Bernstein, 2015;
Abbott & Hale, 2014).
The CFS is primed to be an intermediary and not
an orchestrator in the post-FSS environment.
However, that does not lessen the CFS’
importance. Successful orchestration involves
intermediaries that possess certain tools of
orchestration that can be used to influence
networks (Abbott & Bernstein, 2015).1 Specifically,
the CFS possesses at least two tools that can be
leveraged by the Coordination Hub: ideational
support and convening & coordinating.
•

Ideational Support: Refers to providing
information and normative guidance. The
CFS can focus narrowly on specific subjects

where the HLPE might allow the CFS to provide
ideational support for the FSS. Potential topics
where the HLPE could be positioned to provide
its voice include data collection frameworks
and standardized approaches to true-cost
accounting metrics.
•

Convening and Coordinating: The CFS
could build off this strength further, perhaps
convening an annual forum combining RBA
governance meetings with the CFS. One highprofile session could provide three potential
benefits: 1) attracts heads of state or higherlevel delegations; 2) elevates the strategic
and political discussions; and 3) increases the
profile of the RBAs and the CFS (Winters et al.,
2022).

Other tools of orchestration―material support
and review mechanisms―are less promising.
Insufficient funding has been a constraint for the
CFS for much of its lifecycle since its 2009 reboot,
so further roles for the CFS must come with
increased material support or capacity. Thus, the
CFS’ ability to provide funds or serve as a review
mechanism is extremely limited. The CFS’ lack of
independence also hamstrings its ability to fulfill
an accountability role.
The post-FSS environment could enable the
CFS to increase its ability to set global agendas
and utilize its endorsement tool, if it can make
improvements to its internal processes (topic
selection and an overloaded agenda).
Two other tools of orchestration—agenda setting
and endorsement—require expanded discussion.
While the CFS possesses features that suggest it
could deploy either tool in support of the FSS, the
historical record suggests it will be difficult—the
CFS has not demonstrated enduring capacity for
either. We see both as key areas where the CFS
should ask itself how it can be more effective.
•

Agenda-setting: Agenda-setting can be
considered the next link in the chain after
ideational support.2 It has both internal and
external components. The 2017 evaluation

1. The tools of orchestration have also been echoed in other studies of how commissions with minimal direct authority can
hope to influence the behavior of target actors (Gertz et al., 2020).
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report was critical about the CFS’ capacity to
set external agendas, faulting some of the
internal processes. It does not appear the
situation has changed appreciably—the CFS
still covers multiple topics and does not focus
on single issues that stakeholders can rally
around, and the FSS mostly ignored the CFS’
policy products.
A place to start might be to assess topic
selection—those involved in the process
question whether the CFS bureau manages
the process well. Another focus area could be
the CFS’ overloaded agenda and ensuring new
interests do not crowd out the topics that have
already been selected for the current program
of work.
If internal improvements can be made,
examples from our discussions where the
CFS might help set external agendas included:
1) climate change and food systems; 2) SDG
stock-taking in 2025 or the post-2030 agenda;
and 3) SDG17.
•

Considerations of consensus, support for the
HLPE (with a narrow focus on food security),
and focality may increase performance.
Any potential for the CFS in the post-FSS
environment rests on it maximizing the tools it
possesses. We believe focusing on the following
questions could help it be most effective.
•

What are the costs of the emphasis on
consensus? The CFS emphasis on inclusivity
is critical in lending it authority and
legitimacy, but should it elevate efficiency and
effectiveness considerations? Could a majority
consensus system be implemented? Would
changes to the composition of the advisory
group materially change dynamics?

•

Can the HLPE leverage new financial
resources as part of the “science ecosystem
of support?” The FSS’ interest in sciencepolicy interfaces could provide an opportunity
to improve the HLPE. Possibilities include
permitting the HLPE to propose its report
subjects. If the CFS can reframe FSS
conversations primarily as a chance to revamp
the HLPE, perhaps there is an opportunity
to access new resources. While some have
suggested it expand its remit to consider food
systems broadly, we see risk in the expansive
frame, basing conclusions on prior projects
focused on high-level commissions (Gertz et
al., 2020).

•

How can the CFS increase its focality?
Although the CFS is not set up to be an
orchestrator in the post-FSS environment, the
organization can still consider how it might
raise its profile to secure its place in the global
food governance landscape moving forward.
Other strategies would be to cultivate linkages
with would-be intermediaries such as regional
development banks and a more systematic
engagement with the larger UN system.

Endorsement: The CFS can provide political
endorsement. The emphasis on inclusion and
consensus is part of the CFS brand; it ensures
the CFS imprimatur has a certain legitimacy.
But while this should provide the CFS with
a comparative advantage, the CFS’ lack of
external pull and difficulty reaching consensus
limits its effectiveness. “I think the basic problem
in CFS is the inability to reach consensus,” one
interviewee said.

2. See Section 2.2.3. for additional discussion of tools of orchestration.
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1. Introduction
In November 2020, the Special Envoy of the UN SecretaryGeneral for the 2021 FSS wrote a letter to the chair of the CFS.
At that time, planning for the FSS was in full swing; the Special
Envoy, Agnes Kalibata, recognized the FSS should build upon
the work of the CFS to catalyze action toward Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Kalibata noted the CFS’ role as the
foremost inclusive international and intergovernmental platform
for stakeholders to ensure food security and nutrition. Further,
she outlined potential synergies and stated a hope the FSS could
allow the CFS to increase its capacities long after the Summit
was over (Kalibata, 2020).
More than 15 months later, the global food community has
moved from preparations for the FSS to follow-up. After PreSummit events in July 2021, the FSS itself was held in September
2021 as a virtual convening where stakeholders made pledges
to support the transformation of food systems. A Coordination
Hub housed within the FAO has been tasked with orchestrating
responses across a myriad of organizations. The CFS is
deliberating how it can best support initiatives aimed at creating
more sustainable food systems ahead of the 2030 deadlines
associated with the SDGs.
This project is an attempt to pick up the conversation and
identify opportunities for the CFS in the post-FSS environment.
It began in earnest in August 2021, a little more than four years
after the CFS commissioned a formal external evaluation of its
performance. Rather than replicate previous efforts or consider
far-reaching reforms that may have been proposed elsewhere,
the charge for this project was to consider how the CFS might be
optimized in relation to one specific event—the FSS. The analysis
was animated by the following guiding questions:
•

What role could the CFS play in implementing or supporting
the policy initiatives that emerged from the FSS?

•

What within the CFS structures or procedures could be
optimized to allow it to meet the opportunities associated
with the FSS?

The analysis in this report is based on four primary sources: 1)
A literature review focused on the CFS and other global food
institutions; 2) semi-structured interviews with key officials
and academics familiar with the CFS, FSS, and the global food
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governance landscape;3 3) an expert roundtable
convened in late November 2021 where the
authors solicited feedback on its findings; and
4) an advisory group of faculty with ties to Duke
University who have a deep understanding
of international institutions that attempt to
provide global public goods. This advisor group
represented expertise in global health, defense,
international development, and international
organizational design to lend perspectives from
outside the food security arena.
The goal of the project is to provide a
conversation-starter or “think piece” on the
CFS’ opportunities to individuals interested in
food system governance or that are relevant
stakeholders. While the authors have prior
experience studying the global governance
environment associated with food systems and
spent the lifecycle of this project immersed in the
CFS, we employed an outsider perspective in the
report.

3. We had discussions with 18 individuals, in addition to five
roundtable participants, capturing a cross-section of CFS
stakeholder types, including member state representatives, UN
agencies, civil society mechanism, private sector mechanism,
high-level panel of experts (ex officio), and those involved in the
FSS.
10 — Opportunities for the Committee on World Food Security: Post FSS 2021

2. Background
Questions
2.1. What is the CFS?
KEY POINTS
•

Revitalized in 2009 to help coordinate global policy
related to food security and nutrition

•

Inclusive structure for civil society and private
enterprise participation intended to enhance
legitimacy

•

Most prominent strengths include inclusivity and
forum for discussion

•

CFS’ HLPE honors broad conceptions of knowledge
beyond traditional scientific sources

The authors assume readers have a passing familiarity with
both the CFS and the FSS and abstain from an extensive
review of each.4 This section also introduces orchestration
literature, which provides a foundation for some of the
analysis contained in Sections 4 and 5.
First established in 1974 and revitalized during the global
food crisis in 2009, the CFS develops and endorses policy
recommendations related to food and nutrition. It is based
in Rome and receives core funding from the Rome-Based
Agencies (RBAs): the FAO, the World Food Programme (WFP),
and the International Fund for Agricultural Development
(IFAD). Its permanent secretariat comes from those three
organizations.

4. For the most detailed history of the institutional currents associated with the revitalized
CFS, please see Duncan (2015). The 2017 evaluation report that is referenced throughout
can be found here: https://www.fao.org/fileadmin/templates/cfs/Docs1617/Evaluation/
CFS_Evaluation_Final_Report__14_April_2017.pdf. For the FSS, the main website
provides links to many elements discussed within this report: https://www.un.org/en/
food-systems-summit.
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The entire CFS meets annually for plenary
sessions that are the primary forum for
deliberation, debate, and decision-making.
The sessions are open to three categories of
actors: members, participants, and observers.5
These different groups have different privileges:
members have exclusive voting rights; participants
can engage in discussions and the preparation
of documents; while observers may intervene in
discussions only if directed by the chair.
There are two layers to the management
structure—the bureau and the advisory group.
The bureau is the executive arm and coordinates
much of the CFS activity between plenaries.
Gabriel Ferrero, UN Ambassador at Large for
Global Food Security, is the current chair. The
advisory group helps the bureau advance CFS
objectives. It has designated seats for individuals
from each of the five categories of participants
eligible for CFS membership (see footnote in
previous paragraph).
The High-Level Panel of Experts (HLPE) is
the CFS’ science-policy interface. Created
in 2009, it was one of the more significant
changes associated with the reform of the CFS.
HLPE subjects of study are determined by the
plenary and the CFS’ work plan. Comprised
of a steering committee made up of 10-15
internationally recognized experts in food security
and nutrition-related fields, the HLPE produces
evidence that informs discussions and leads to
CFS endorsement.6 The CFS is funded through
voluntary contributions from partners.

2.1.1. What problems is it trying to
solve?
The CFS’ mandate is to serve as an
intergovernmental multistakeholder platform
within the UN system that coordinates
global policy related to food security and
nutrition. This includes promoting policy
convergence, supporting and advising member
states, promoting accountability and shared
best practices, and developing global strategic
frameworks for food security and nutrition. It
holds an annual plenary session that serves as the
central body for working towards the production
of global consensus on voluntary policy
recommendations. Its revitalization is in some
ways tied to the global food security governance
environment that existed during the global food
crisis of 2008-09.
Large multilateral organizations first responded
to the 2008-09 crisis by creating the UN’s HighLevel Task Force on the Global Food Security Crisis
(UNHLTF). For a time, the UNHLTF was credited as
an example of successful coordination between
global institutions (Ahmad, 2011; Cohen, 2019;
Duncan, 2015; Rampa et al., 2019). However,
the task force had a short shelf life for several
reasons: 1) It was conceived only as a shortterm coordination agency; 2) stakeholders with
large institutional mandates such as the World
Bank proved ill-suited for responding rapidly
to emergency operations or bridging the gap
between agricultural and broader economic
concerns; and 3) the UNHLTF focused primarily
on technical and managerial issues and did not
consider larger-scale reforms (Mckeon, 2015;
World Bank, 2014).

5. Membership to the CFS is open to all members of FAO, WFP, or IFAD, or non-member states of FAO that are member states
of the UN. Participants come from one of five categories: 1) UN agencies and other UN bodies with specific mandate in food
security and nutrition; 2) Civil society and NGOs; 3) International agricultural research institutions; 4) International and regional
financial institutions; 5) Private sector associations and philanthropic foundations. For observers, the CFS or its bureau may invite
other interested organizations relevant to its work to observe entire sessions or on specific agenda items. Such organizations or
bodies may also apply to the CFS for observer status. Such organizations could include regional associations of countries and
regional intergovernmental development institutions, local, national, regional and global NGOs, and other networks or associative
organizations including local authorities, foundations, and research or technical institutions.
6. HLPE reports can be accessed here: https://www.fao.org/cfs/cfs-hlpe/hlpe-reports/en/.
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In particular, lower-income countries and civil
society felt excluded from the UNHLTF and
advocated with the RBAs for a one-country,
one-voice process that included greater
consultation and participation from smallerscale food producers (Duncan, 2015). The FAO
revived the CFS in 2009 to achieve this aim. There
was an explicit focus on inclusion. The RBAs
engaged with a diverse group of stakeholders
during the CFS relaunch and built an advisory
committee into the structure of the CFS that
included engagement with civil society, the
private sector, the philanthropic community, and
others. Together with the representation of all UN
member states, the CFS’ goal was to encourage
dialogue and debate while working toward the
development of voluntary policies that could help
reduce food insecurity (Ahmad, 2011; Ahmad &
Bahalim, 2014).

2.1.2. What are its strengths?

description of the committee’s strengths is as
follows: “The assessment points to areas of
strength of the Committee, for example, mutual
respect among parties, a spirit of collaboration
and consensus, and freedom to express views on
the platforms provided by CFS” (CFS, 2017). Similar
descriptions were repeated often by our interview
sample.
The HLPE can also be considered an asset
for evidence-backed policymaking (Clapp et
al., 2021), although it should be noted there
are different perceptions of its work. The
entity synthesizes material from a variety of
sources―experts, academics, practitioners,
NGOs, development organizations, indigenous
actors, and other stakeholders. On the one hand,
the HLPE’s broad acceptance of conceptions of
knowledge has earned it praise (Turnhout et al.,
2021). On the other hand, the emphasis on nontraditional or non-scientific sources has stimulated
calls for a new science-policy interface for food
(von Braun & Birner, 2017).

The CFS provides formal channels for
diverse groups of stakeholders (the CSM,
the PSM, other organizations represented
in the advisory group) to participate in
discussions with member states. The process
yields negotiated documents that inform the
organization’s plan of work. The inclusive structure
provides legitimacy to CFS products that is not
wholly replicated by other governance bodies in
global food systems. When CFS Plenary Session
Session 47 adopted the Voluntary Guidelines on
Food Systems and Nutrition in February 2021,
it was the result of years of collaboration and
discussion. The HLPE first published a report
on food systems and nutrition in 2017; that
document informed negotiations that resulted in
a consensus tool to be used by governments in
developing policies, investment strategies, and
institutional arrangements to address the root
causes of hunger and malnutrition.7
CFS’ inclusivity, its forum for discussion, and
efforts at collaboration can be considered the
organization’s most prominent strengths. The
2017 external evaluation of the CFS was generally
complimentary of CFS’ ability to facilitate global
policy coordination and convergence. A succinct
7. The negotiated voluntary guidelines are available here: https://www.fao.org/fileadmin/templates/cfs/Docs2021/Documents/
CFS_VGs_Food_Systems_and_Nutrition_Strategy_EN.pdf.
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2.2. What is the FSS?

Moreover, approximately 2.37 billion did not have
access to adequate food, which was 320 million
more than in 2019 (FAO, 2021a).

KEY POINTS

These concerning trendlines have led many
observers to raise alarms (Cohen, 2019; FAO,
2019, 2020; Gertz et al., 2017; Samman et
al., 2018). With some suggesting the primary
constraint related to lack of political will (WFP,
2020), researchers asked whether a high-profile
event might catalyze action towards the SDGs
(Rampa et al., 2019). While there are different
ideas about what form that gathering might take
(Gertz et al., 2020), the UN Secretary-General
appeared to be motivated by the desire to bring
diverse stakeholders together to discuss and
deliberate the future of food systems and work
toward solutions to all the SDGs.

•

The FSS emerged from a backdrop of
attempts to spur action towards the SDGs

•

The FSS Scientific Group seeks to galvanize
new momentum on select issues

•

Bottom-up food systems dialogues created
by the FSS have led to new connective
networks now solidified in Coalitions of
Action, and in countries establishing new
action plans for food systems

•

Various civil society groups felt leadership
was biased toward industry or powerful
actors; there will need to be continued
efforts to repair some of the divides

In 2019, the World Economic Forum and the
UN signed a strategic partnership framework
to advance the 2030 agenda for the SDGs
that included hosting a global forum on food
systems. The UN Secretariat assumed the
primary coordination role, planning activities,
and appointing critical staff. Kalibata, president
of the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa,
was named to the leadership role as the UN
Secretary-General’s Special Envoy to the FSS, and
Joachim von Braun, president of the Pontifical
Academy of Sciences, was installed as the Chair
of the Scientific Group. The Scientific Group
was responsible for ensuring the FSS used the
foremost scientific evidence and helped expand
the base of shared knowledge about experiences,
approaches, and tools for supporting sustainable
food systems (Mohammed, 2020).

2.2.1. What problems was the FSS
trying to solve?
The FSS was an attempt to spur action for the
SDGs through a prominent gathering. Even
before COVID-19, most countries were not on
track to making progress toward ending hunger
or improving sustainable agriculture by 2030.
The pandemic has made the situation worse. The
most recent State of Food Security and Nutrition in
the World report estimated that 161 million more
people faced hunger in 2020 compared with 2019.
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2.2.2. What are its outcomes and
potential legacies?
Feedback from our interview sample as well as
contemporary documents highlight topics where
FSS discussions generated some momentum: 1)
the Scientific Group; 2) country development of
“national pathways” plans of action; and 3) newly
formed Coalitions of Action.
Scientific Group
Although the group has not necessarily
generated new knowledge, some credit it
for driving interest in select issues, including
whether a new science-policy interface is
needed. The Scientific Group first met in July
2020, held 11 meetings prior to the FSS and two
follow-up meetings in the months afterward.
Among the reports cited during our interviews
are the following: the true cost accounting
for food (estimating the costs of externalities
associated with the food system), repurposing
agricultural subsidies, and exploring whether a
new science-policy interface for food is necessary.
While the last topic on science-policy interfaces
was polarizing (Canfield, Anderson, et al., 2021;
Clapp et al., 2021), our interview sample generally
felt the work of the Scientific Group provided a
foundation that can be leveraged in the years

Credit: Paul Newnham
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ahead. One noted: “If those three things happen,
you would see a true effect of the summit that could
have some pretty important outcomes.”

•

National Pathways
As of December 2021, 148 countries had
national dialogues and 110 had published
national pathways that outline action plans
for food systems progress in their countries.
UN member states were encouraged to initiate
dialogues among the universe of food system
stakeholders in their countries. Those talks
were then to be used as the basis for “national
pathways”— a country-level plan to achieve
sustainable food system goals. The FSS articulated
a standardized approach for the dialogue that
featured three parts: 1) initial national-level
outreach that used the work of the Scientific
Group and the FSS’ five priority areas to inform
the conversations; 2) dialogue at the sub-national
level where the applicability of various approaches
to local conditions could be explored; and 3)
national-level consolidation around certain
strategies that provided the basis for a national
pathway.
Multiple individuals from our sample indicated
they found the discussions around the pathways
to be encouraging. The more notable comments
included the following:
•

•

“People from nutrition talking to people from
agriculture talking to people from environment at
the same table—and then having focal points in
different countries, I think this is the main and the
most positive point.”
“I know for the first time we've had national
conversations on food in an integrated way. In
our country, people look at food from a nutrition
perspective and a commercial perspective—
keeping the prices managed. And the agriculture
folks look at the production side, right? But
getting all of these folks together for a healthy
dialogue? That's one real, substantial impact.”
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“I surprised myself a little bit at the end of the
day―the national dialogues probably ended up
being one of the more important pieces of the
whole summit. The decision-making really has
to start at the country level, and the fact that so
many countries embrace the dialogue process
and are using that as a way to try to energize
decision making, I think was a real benefit.”

•
•
Coalitions of Action

There were different perceptions of the
coalitions within our interview sample—
ranging from enthusiasm to full skepticism.
The FSS had five action tracks that provided
thematic structure: 1) ensure access to safe and
nutritious food for all; 2) shift to sustainable
consumption patterns; 3) boost nature-positive
production; 4) advance equitable livelihoods; and
5) build resilience to vulnerabilities, shocks, and
stress. Various Coalitions of Action emerged after
the FSS to support each action track, with some
of the financial commitments to fund such efforts
announced in September.
Interviewees enthusiastic about the coalitions felt
they built helpful connective platforms that could
support CFS goals. While it should be stressed
there are some skeptical of the coalition―some
felt there would be a lot of time invested without
product, or felt the goals were not clear enough to
be actionable―there appears to be early progress
around some. Examples include the following:
•

The Coalition for Blue/Aquatic Foods: has
two specific goals: 1) raise the profile of aquatic
foods within food system discussions; and 2)
mobilize support and cooperation for specific
projects to complement the work of RBAs.

•

The Zero Hunger Pledge: had received $391
million as of December 2021 from private
companies who promised to support one of 10
high-priority intervention areas identified by
Ceres 2030 intervention areas (Ceres 2030).

•

The Schools Meals Coalition: has seen the
WFP, the World Health Organization (WHO),
and others work to improve the scale and
quality of school meals programs.

2.2.3. Where was the FSS less
successful?
Food summits have long been flashpoints for
conflicts among stakeholders with an interest in
reducing global food insecurity. The governance
structure associated with global food systems has
long been noted for being weak and fragmented,
which has led to two of the institutional power
centers (New York and Rome) to jostle over the
most appropriate forums and structures for global
summits (Canfield, Duncan, et al., 2021; Clapp &
Cohen, 2009). The 2009 reboot of the CFS was
partially a product of the push-pull dynamics—
the UN used the UNHLTF to respond to the food
price crisis; the FAO and others responded by
revitalizing the FAO.
Even though the tensions might have been
anticipated by adopting a historical perspective,
the intensity of the dissatisfaction in some
quarters has still been notable. Much of the
concern originated from civil society groups who
felt leadership employed a top-down approach
instead of embracing a bottom-up approach.8
Overall criticisms of the FSS coalesced around six
points:
•

its decision-making structure was opaque

•

its approach was not grounded in human
rights

•

it co-opted food transformation narratives
that had been advanced by food sovereignty
groups that had not been invited to participate
in the FSS

•

it relied on narrow views of science

•

it was dominated by corporate interests; and

•

it undermined or ignored existing governance
structures such as the CFS (Canfield, Duncan,
et al., 2021).

The appointments of Kalibata and von Braun
became proxies for larger philosophical
skirmishes on appropriate food systems
solutions. Both individuals had ties to
organizations―the World Economic Forum,
the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa,
and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation―that
are perceived by some civil society groups to:
1) favor commercial-scale, export-oriented
agricultural production; or 2) prioritize technical
and scientific solutions to fight hunger and
poverty rather than the systematic changes
or community-led approaches advocated by
food sovereignty movements. Early meetings
between Kalibata and farmers groups proved
to be contentious, creating perceptions that
solidified during the two-year preparation
process.
Von Braun’s longstanding advocacy for an
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) for food also colored perceptions of
the Scientific Group.9 Some critics believed the
Scientific Group largely bypassed HLPE products;
it prioritized economists and traditional
scientists and excluded social scientists and
others with valuable perspectives (De Schutter
et al., 2021); and it focused too much on
whether there should be a new science-policy
interface for food systems (Clapp et al., 2021).
Civil society’s dissatisfaction culminated
with many CSM groups boycotting the FSS
and staging their own counter-summit in
July 2021 (CSM, 2021; La Via Campesina, 2021;
Mpofu & Garcia, 2021). The Chair of the Global
Governance Action Area for the FSS resigned
in August, issuing a letter that expressed
frustration with a perceived lack of transparency
and unilateral decision-making by FSS senior
staff (Buckley, 2021).
The resignations, boycotts, and countersummits may be an enduring legacy of
the FSS, at least for the immediate future.
Many of the experts we interviewed wondered
whether the divisions might be all that is
remembered. A sample of their comments is
included below.

8. Many have noted the catch-phrase associated with the FSS “the People’s Summit” in their critiques.
9. For a longer discussion of the IPCC for food argument, see von Braun & Birner (2017).
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•

“The idea was to bring the narrative higher and
break barriers and hope we could overcome the
pedestrian arguments that occur; instead, it …
exposed the arguments. That side of it had just
been not successful.”

•

“I thought Agnes Kalibata did not do a great job
leading into the FSS. The FSS was meant to be
something much bigger and longer, and it was
dwindled down to about a five-hour meeting
that looked like an Oscar award ceremony. It
was so weird. There were so many issues around
inclusivity, and she never solved that problem.
To just say: ‘This is the People’s Summit.’ It didn't
resonate, and she lost so many people.”

•

“As someone who has worked (in this space), I’m
still not entirely clear on what came out of it.
And if I'm not entirely clear on what came out of
it, I can imagine that people who aren't as close
(won’t) think it's really important.”

•

2.3 What are the tools of
orchestration?
The CFS is a forum for policy guidance and
convergence. The FSS attempted to catalyze
changes in global food systems to spur action
toward the SDGs. While both might facilitate
conversations that lead to policy proposals at the
global, national, regional, or local levels, neither
has the direct authority to implement binding
policy changes. Instead, both must rely on indirect
or soft governance strategies to be effective.
Orchestration scholarship outlines success
factors for organizations that cannot mandate
regulation directly to targeted actors. Indirect
governance strategies where lead actors
(orchestrators) work through intermediaries
to influence the behavior of targeted actors

are not new. However, efforts to articulate the
ecosystem’s defining features are relatively
recent. Organizations with limited resources and
authority to meet broad mandates and ambitious
governance goals are a particular focus (Abbott et
al., 2015).10
Successful orchestration requires certain
underlying features in its key actors (Abbott
& Bernstein, 2015; Abbott & Hale, 2014).
“Orchestrators” often possess multiple
characteristics: 1) legitimacy; 2) focality
(occupying a central place in the issue area);
3) resources (financial, moral, or intellectual);
and 4) an organizational culture that prioritizes
collaboration. “Intermediaries” must have similar
visions as the orchestrator as well as the capacity
to help nudge targeted actors toward larger goals.
If the enabling environment is conducive,
orchestrators identify and enlist capable
intermediaries before shaping and steering
them throughout the process.11 Tools that
orchestrators regularly employ in concert with
their intermediaries include the following (Abbott
& Bernstein, 2015):
•

Ideational support: Describes the provision
of information and normative guidance. An
example is disseminating critical information
through science-policy interfaces to inform
external agendas.

•

Convening and coordinating: Ensuring
alignment and cooperation across a network
of actors.

•

Material support: Providing direct or in-kind
financial assistance.

•

Review mechanisms: Since orchestration
often does not involve binding review
mechanisms, sharing of best practices related
to monitoring or encouragement of third-party
reviews are common techniques.

10. The High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) on Sustainable Development was the subject of an extended case study. The authors
noted the following: “The (orchestration) approach is essential because the HLPF lacks authority for direct or mandatory control over
states, intergovernmental organizations, or private actors, and lacks the material resources to provide strong incentives for desired
actions. Even its most direct governance function―reviewing national implementation of sustainable development commitments―
will be voluntary. While most UN entities lack authority to make binding decisions, the complex institutional space in which the HLPF
operates, its limited resources and the breadth of the sustainable development agenda make it particularly dependent on other
actors and organizations“ (Abbott & Bernstein, 2015).
11. For a longer discussion on individual steps associated with the orchestration process, see Abbott & Hale (2014).
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•

Agenda setting: Often works in tandem with
ideational support, with a focus on steering the
behavior and activities of actors in a desired
direction. Includes setting clear goals and
targets, developing coherent plans or policy
instruments.

•

Endorsement: Political endorsement can
be powerful if an orchestration network has
sufficient political weight and focality.

How Do High Level
Commissions Influence Policy
Debates and Outcomes?
Orchestration literature is not the only
body of scholarship that asks how
bodies that fundamentally serve in
advisory roles can nonetheless influence
the behavior of target actors. Gertz et al.
(2020) looked at high-level commissions,
building a database of 143 historical and
current commissions.
While there are structural differences
between the CFS and high-level
commissions as defined in that report,
some of its findings are instructive. It
argued there were five key functions
high level commissions perform, many
of which echo the tools of orchestration:
Promote normative change
Generate and synthesize new knowledge
Catalyze political action
Facilitate coordination among actors
Test run for subsequent negotiations
It should be noted that some
commissions may perform only one or
two, while others will seek to perform
many. A key insight is that commissions
are often best suited at identifying
one core function―many struggle to
carry out multiple functions, because
commissions have limited time and
effort and those designed to excel at
one function may be ill-suited to carry
out another.
Source: Gertz et al., 2020.
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3. CFS Session 49:

Framing Questions
KEY POINTS
•

CFS Session 49 debated various avenues of potential
engagement with the FSS

•

Despite the articulation of three potential options―
maximum CFS engagement, limited CFS engagement,
no CFS engagement―there was no resolution

•

The CFS is a political body and therefore the resolution
will be driven by political scenarios

•

While it is possible to imagine that external events
might alter the overall terrain, it is likely the CFS will
follow the contours of Option #2

In concluding remarks at the FSS in September, the UN
Secretary-General proposed the CFS help hold stakeholders—
specifically the private sector—accountable to their FSS
pledges (Guterres, 2021). This provided some guidance for the
body as it contemplated its post-FSS role, and the CFS took up
this conversation when it met in October 2022. Ahead of that
session (CFS Session Session 49), the CFS secretariat circulated
a four-page memo that focused members’ attention on five
specific components of the FSS, asking questions that helped
guide the conversation.12
Many of the framing questions pointed to a cohesive
theme: the CFS felt the FSS largely overlooked its work.
That took different forms—the Scientific Group ignored HLPE
products, national dialogues did not use the CFS’ voluntary
guidelines as templates, the Governance Action Area that did
not delegate tasks to the CFS in its proposals for modifying
food system governance. Yet the prompts pointed in a
consistent direction: what was the CFS to do?

12. The memo is available here: https://www.fao.org/3/ng881en/ng881en.pdf. There
was a sixth “Other Initiatives” category that served as a general catch-all. Since it was less
defined than the others, it is not included here.
20 — Opportunities for the Committee on World Food Security: Post FSS 2021

The specific guiding questions were as follows:
1. Plan of Work: Should CFS re-structure its workstream and
process to consider outcomes of the FSS? Noting that the UN
called for the CFS to be more responsive, the CFS secretariat asked
if modifications to the CFS scope of work were practical or desirable
given current funding levels and workloads.13
2. Science-policy interface: Is the HLPE fit for purpose? How can it
be strengthened or improved? The FSS Scientific Group and others
involved in the FSS largely ignored HLPE products, and there have
been calls for new a science-policy interface that could compete with
the HLPE.
3. National Pathways: How could the CFS engage to assist countries
that adopt national pathways? CFS members believed its flagship
products (its voluntary guidelines for responsible governance, rightto-food guidelines, etc.) were not promoted by the FSS. Should the
CFS promote its products or processes as a model forum for these
discussions?
4. Coalitions of Action: What role could the CFS or HLPE play to
support or monitor the Coalitions of Action? The CFS memo
noted there is still ambiguity about the final form and the number
of Coalitions of Action that will ultimately emerge from the FSS.
Nonetheless, what role could the CFS or HLPE play to support or
monitor these efforts (such as the Blue Foods or School Meals
Coalition mentioned above)? Should CFS products be promoted to
Coalition members?
5. Financial Pledges: Should CFS review financial commitments or
help solicit new pledges? The FSS proceedings featured substantial
commitments made by governments, the private sector, and other
actors to support sustainable food systems.

13. CFS workstreams are guided by four-year plans of work that help set the CFS’ priorities. The current one covers the 2020-23
period. Adjustments can be made through consultations of the bureau and advisory group, which are then presented to the plenary
for consideration and endorsement.
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The following section summarizes the discussion
at CFS Session 49. The first part presents three
potential options that were advocated by CFS
members and participants. The second offers
an assessment of the most likely scenario.
The evaluation is based on our analysis of the
underlying dynamics as well as feedback from our
interview sample and the roundtable discussion.

3.1. How did CFS members
frame the potential
options?
Members of the CFS plenary generally imagined
three possible future scenarios for the
organization in response to the FSS:
1. the CFS pursues maximum engagement
with the FSS agenda;
2. the CFS has limited engagement; and
3. the CFS should not engage with the FSS
agenda.
It should be stressed there appeared to be hybrid
positions―not all members and participants
aligned perfectly with the groupings as described.
Moreover, there was unanimity on some
questions. Still others did not generate substantial
discussion—while some countries reacted strongly
against the idea of the CFS monitoring financial
pledges, few advocated strongly in favor.
Nonetheless, distinct pathways for the CFS vis-àvis the FSS emerged during the conversation. Each
is outlined below.
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3.1.1. Option #1: Maximum CFS
Engagement
Option #1 advocated the CFS should take
a more expansive position. While most
members and participants expressed confidence
in the CFS and support for the FSS, European
countries—Slovenia speaking on behalf of the
entire European Union (EU); France and Germany
echoing the group’s positions—were among
the most vociferous in their praise. Individual
comments suggested there was confidence
the CFS could rise to the moment and meet
the opportunity provided by the FSS. They also
emphasized that CFS should not sit on the
sidelines. Examples of talking points included
the following: “the FSS is a major milestone and
challenged the CFS to do more; the CFS has all the
legitimacy it needs; the CFS should work actively with
the WHO, UN Environment Programme, the HighLevel Political Forum on Sustainable Development on
FSS outcomes; the CFS should be included in the RBA
Coordination Hub and look to increase visibility of
CFS products.”
Broadly, members supported the most expansive
positions concerning the issues raised by the
framing document.
•

Changes to the plan of work: Yes, consider
the FSS comprehensively

•

Science-policy interface: HLPE could be
strengthened

•

National Pathways: CFS products should
influence and inform national dialogues

•

Coalitions of Action: CFS should participate,
potentially helping to establish follow-up
mechanisms or monitoring and tracking
outcomes

•

Financial pledges: CFS could consider
engaging to monitor pledges

3.1.2. Option #2: Limited CFS
Engagement
Option #2 argued for limited CFS engagement
in any FSS follow-up. Members and participants
that could be grouped in this category argued
the CFS should defer to the RBAs and other
institutions, engaging with the FSS as directed
by the Coordination Hub hosted by the FAO’s
Director-General. There were two sub-groupings
within this category: 1) the sovereignty camp; 2)
the capacity camp.
The sovereignty camp emphasized the
centrality of national governments
determining appropriate policies for food
systems and food security. China, Russia,
Argentina, and Brazil took this tack. Among
their talking points: “the FSS was not a negotiated
document and did not have a legal mandate; states
have the main responsibility for transforming food
systems and multilateral institutions should play a
secondary role.”
The capacity camp argued CFS did not
have the capacity, authority, or financial
resources to serve a central role in the postFSS environment. Countries such as the US,
Canada, the Philippines, and the UK generally
took this tack. They argued the CFS would dilute
its effectiveness if it tried to expand its mandate.
They also saw risks and downsides if the CFS
tried to engage most forcefully and that the 2030
Agenda would not be best served if there were a
competition between international organizations
to support the FSS.
Ultimately, both camps within Option #2 had
similar positions on the questions posed by the
CFS secretariat. A summary of the answers is
described below:
•

Changes to the plan of work: No

•

Science-policy interface: Wasn’t a focal point
in discussions for sovereignty camp; capacity
camp stated HLPE was sufficient

•

National Pathways: States’ discretion; no
need to promote CFS model

•

Coalitions of Action: No active role; CFS can
engage if requested

•

Financial pledges: No

3.1.3. Option #3: No Engagement
Option #3 argued for zero engagement of the
CFS in the post-FSS follow-ups. The CSM has
been a relentless critic of the FSS throughout
the summit’s lifecycle. During CFS Session 49,
speakers affiliated with the CSM (including the UN
Special Rapporteur on Human Rights) reiterated
many of the complaints outlined above (See
Section 2.2.3), including their belief the FSS was
the product of corporate interests and threatened
the legitimacy of the CFS. Specific comments
included: the FSS marginalized human rights,
Indigenous people’s rights, and the rights of
member states; there were no clear outcomes―
the FSS wasn’t a grand success; don’t devote CFS
to the FSS—focus on the COVID-19 pandemic
instead.
In a sense, Option #3 shares perspectives with
both the first and second options. The CSM is a
strong proponent of the CFS and believes its focus
on inclusion and emphasis on consensus grants it
substantial legitimacy. Many of the countries that
supported Option #1 would agree. Both would
likely support proposals that would allow the HLPE
to be more responsive. Option #2, meanwhile,
cautions the CFS against assuming assertive
roles in engaging with the Coalitions of Action or
reviewing financial pledges.
What distinguishes Option #3 is its posture
of resistance. In this view, the FSS threatens
the legitimacy of the CFS and should be actively
opposed. Where Option #2 called for a passive
CFS, Option #3 was a call to action to strengthen
the CFS to resist the FSS’ influence.
•

Changes to the plan of work: Yes, but to
focus on COVID-19

•

Science-policy interface/HLPE: Strongly
advocates strengthening HLPE

•

National Pathways: No systematic
engagement (however, might support nations
independently considering CFS policy products
when charting their path)

•

Coalitions of Action: No engagement

•

Financial pledges: No
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3.2. What appears to be the
most likely scenario?
The discussions at CFS Session 49 did not provide
resolution. There has been continued debate
among stakeholders about the most appropriate
strategy, whether in informal gatherings or
Friends of the Chair conversations.14 Attempts to
bridge divides between the three options have, in
the words of one knowledgeable observer, proven
to be “very challenging.”
Political realities appear to be pointing the
CFS in a clear direction: Option #2. In the end,
the CFS is a political body; its future direction
is unlikely to be resolved entirely by evidencebased reasoning. Its response to the FSS will be
driven by political considerations, whether those
are external and imposed by the FAO, or internal
and determined by members. There are multiple
reasons for this conclusion; some of the more
prominent include the following:
1. Option #3 (no engagement) does not have
wide-ranging support. Through its countermobilizations, the CSM has been adept at
attracting attention to criticisms of the CFS.
And while CSM doubts about the process have
been the most visible, others share some of
their concerns. Academics and outside experts
have noted that the FSS has put the CFS in
a bind. If the CFS engages with the FSS, it is
validating a process that circumvented its
norms and authority. However, if it ignores the
FSS, the CFS risks being viewed as irrelevant
(Canfield, Duncan, et al., 2021).
The dangers associated with the latter half of
the formulation—the CFS risking irrelevancy—
appear to be more immediate. Few outside
the CSM view it as politically feasible, nor
beneficial, for the CFS to actively resist the FSS.
Moreover, our research indicated some CFS
corners are hostile to the path advocated by
some within the CSM. Example opinions from
interviewees included:

•

“Option #3 is dead on arrival. If the CFS wants
to shoot itself in the foot, in the heart, and in
the head, that’s the approach to take.”

•

“I think the CFS taking Option #3 should
not only be considered a non-starter, but
an obstructive position during a period
of time when we need alliances and not
obstructions.”

2. Option #1 (maximum engagement) requires
elevating the CFS’s authority and resources,
which has historically been difficult. While
trigger events could mobilize support for
empowering the CFS,15 most scenarios would
not represent a more dramatic shock to the
global order than the pandemic. And COVID-19
has not changed the governance environment.
Even with the pressures placed on food
systems by the pandemic, discussions at CFS
Session 49 about how the CFS might provide
guidance proved contentious.
It does not appear there is an appetite for
giving the CFS the tools or mandate that
could be wielded against powerful states. One
knowledgeable observer summarized the
situation thusly: “to suggest that the CFS is going
to take a leadership role in the support for these
national actions, I don’t see where, from a policy
standpoint, that political support is going to
come from, or from a financial standpoint where
the expansion of their mandate to support that
type of work, where they’ll derive that financial
support. One of the main challenges the CFS has
had from the very beginning is lack of funding.
What the member states told the RBAs (from the
outset) … was that it was up to the RBAs to fund
the CFS, and to support the financial, as well as
the technical, capacity of the CFS. And that has
not changed significantly over time.”
3. Option #2 (limited engagement) has
powerful advocates. When considering the
question of CFS reforms to support outcomes
from the FSS, multiple members from our
interview sample stressed that powerful

14. Gabriel Ferrero, the CFS chair as of October 2021, hosts “Friends of the Chair” sessions with interested CFS members to discuss
CFS engagement with the FSS.
15. Maybe the link between climate change and food systems is more vividly established in the public’s mind; or maybe other events
that capture widespread attention―the invasion of Ukraine―spur interest in global food insecurity.
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members are comfortable with the status
quo. Countries such as the USA, China, Russia,
Brazil, and Argentina all advocated for Option
#2 in one form or another—all are robust agrifood producers, exporters, or markets. Moves
that might alter the current paradigm would
likely attract scrutiny from representatives
of those governments, which could be one
reason why all advocated for positions within
Option #2 during CFS Session 49.
Assuming countries such as the USA, China,
and Russia are not inclined to seek more
than incremental change, the CFS would
face substantial headwinds if it pursued an
expanded mandate. Considering these political
realities, the optimal course of action for the
CFS is to focus on supporting the work of
other bodies. The next section picks up the
conversation there.
•

“There are some who are entrenched in their
belief (that it is) far better to keep this a very
weak and lame committee so that it doesn’t
get too big for its boots and start throwing its
weight around, insisting that this government
or that government or donors should act
differently. “Literally, I know personally
several people and institutions that hold that
position. Far better to keep it on its knees
than try and improve it or kill it, right? Either
end.”

•

“There are a number of countries that are
there to make sure that countries don’t run
away with the store.”
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4. The CFS & the
FSS: What can
the CFS do?
KEY POINTS
•

Coordination Hub will attempt to ensure
collaboration on FSS aims

•

Orchestration literature provides insights on how
organizations with limited resources and authority
meet broad mandates and ambitious governance
goals

•

CFS will be intermediary and not orchestrator in the
post-FSS environment; still, it possesses tools that
can be leveraged by Coordination Hub―ideational
support and convening & coordinating being the most
immediate

•

Material support and review mechanisms are less
promising

•

Agenda setting and endorsement are tools CFS could
leverage with reforms to internal processes

Since the FSS concluded in September, there have been
at least three formal articulations or public discussions of
the CFS’ potential role in the follow-up. The first was the
concluding remarks of the UN Secretary-General, which
proposed the CFS fulfill a review function. The second was
CFS Session 49, which considered the five framing questions
outlined in the previous section. The third was the launch of
the FSS Coordination Hub, which was announced at the FAO
council meeting in late 2021.
The Coordination Hub has been tasked with ensuring
collaboration across the UN system in response to the FSS.
The FAO is the host, with IFAD, WFP, the UN Development
Coordination Office, and the UN Environment Programme all
having representation in the oversight group (Dongyu, 2021).
The UN Secretary-General elevated the importance of four
key functions for the Hub: 1) strengthening linkages between
key intergovernmental forums; 2) coordinating support
between RBAs, the UN system, and other actors to develop
and implement the food system pathways; 3) establishing
a champions advisory group; and 4) ensuring collaboration
between the HLPE and the FSS’ Scientific Group on matters
related to food systems (Guterres, 2021). Figure 2 illustrates
its structure.
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The Coordination Hub has incorporated
elements of the CFS into its structure in
two places. First, the CFS chair will liaise with
the chairs of the RBAs to help oversee the
implementation of the national pathways as well
as monitor their progress. Second, the HLPE will
build upon the work of the FSS Scientific Group
to develop a science ecosystem of support in
support of FSS aims (represented by the far left
column in Figure 2) (FAO, 2021b).

It is not an expansive footprint. If this suggests
there is uncertainty about where the CFS can be
effective in supporting the Coordination Hub,
we feel there is value in investigating the tools
the organization has—and does not have—at its
disposal. Using the orchestration literature, this
section explores how the CFS might be leveraged
by the Coordination Hub to advance the FSS’
nascent outcomes.

Figure 2. FSS Coordination Hub Structure
Proposed means for CFS to engage with the Coordination Hub
EOSG
UNSDG

Ecosystem of
Support
Partners and
initiatives supporting
the five Action Areas
Science ecosystem of
support

RBA (FAO, IFAD, WFP)
Principals with UNEP
on behalf of UN
System, DCO

FS Follow-up
Coordination Hub

(hosted in FAO, DG office,
staffed by RBAs, UNDP, UNEP,
WHO secondments)
Develop work plan to support
implementation of country
transformative pathways.

Chairs of the RBA
Governing
Bodies and CFS
Chair

Stakeholder
Advisory
Producers
Indigenous Peoples
Youth
Women
Private Sector

Hub will leverage the assets of
entire UN system

Country Level Platforms led by
the Government
(Informed by the Five Action Areas)
Country transformation pathways
Supported by Resident Coordinators and
UNCT as part of UN Cooperation
Frameworks
(in close coordination with FS Coordination
Hub and UN regional capabilities)
DCO
DG
EOSG
FAO
IFAD
RBA
UN

UN Development Coordination Office
Director General
Executive Office of the Secretary-General
Food and Agriculture Organization
International Fund for Agricultural Development
Rome Based Agency
United Nations

UNCT
UNDP
UNEP
UNSDG
WFP
WHO

UN Country Team
UN Development Programme
UN Environment Programme
UN Sustainable Development Group
UN World Food Programme
World Health Organization

Source: FAO, 2021b.
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4.1. Which tools of orchestration could CFS use as an
intermediary?
The tools of orchestration, introduced in Section 2.3., provide theoretical grounding on how the CFS
might support the FSS. In some cases (ideational support; convening and coordinating), the CFS has
demonstrated the ability to harness these tools and they can be considered strengths, especially when
the target audience is national governments. There are still other instances (material support and review
mechanisms) where the CFS does not appear to possess the requisite tools. Finally, in still other cases
(agenda-setting and endorsement), the CFS may theoretically possess the tools but will need to make
reforms before it can be expected to fill this role.
The CFS is not poised to be an orchestrator in the post-FSS environment. It has not been delegated the
necessary authority and does not possess enough of the four underlying characteristics to fill the role.
Yet orchestration scholarship emphasizes that intermediaries are critical in moving networks toward
their desired outcomes. The CFS appears to be most suited to helping the Coordination Hub―the most
likely orchestrator―by deploying the tools listed below.

4.1.1. Ideational Support
The FAO, UN, and others have proposed that the HLPE can help provide
ideational support to the Coordination Hub and the FSS follow-up. If the debates
around the need for a new science-policy interface for food systems have been
contentious, the attention the issue has received can be viewed as an opportunity
for the HLPE. Both the UN Secretary-General and the Coordination Hub singled it
out to play an active post-FSS role.
While there are larger structural questions raised by the discussion of a new
science-policy interface for food systems (see Section 5.2.), it is possible to focus
narrowly on specific subjects where the HLPE might allow the CFS to provide
ideational support for the FSS. Potential topics include the following:
•

Data collection frameworks: Two of the three reasons the FSS Scientific
Group advocated for a new science-policy interface related to data.16 While
there have been notable recent efforts to improve data collection and
aggregation across nutrition and food systems (to cite one: the Food Systems
Dashboard developed by a team lead by researchers at Johns Hopkins
University) as well as agriculture (the 50x2030 Initiative), it is relatively
uncontroversial to assert that further improvements could likely still be made
(Kalibata & Mohamedou, 2021).
The HLPE could play a role in articulating the parameters for best approaches
for data collection and security related to food security. It appears to have

16. In its proposal, the Scientific Group cited the absence of comprehensive and timely systems to collect, analyze, and assess data
related to food systems while also highlighting perceived shortcomings with the translation of that data into evidence-based policy
(von Braun et al., 2021).
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started the process, preparing an initial draft for public comment that will
be refined and presented at CFS Session 50 in October 2022.17 The HLPE
program has identified five areas where it hopes to provide insight.18 This
could provide a roadmap toward the better data collection framework
demanded by the FSS.
•

True-cost accounting: The FSS Scientific Group’s discussions and outputs
focused on quantifying metrics for true-cost accounting. The HLPE could
engage by continuing the dialogue and working to refine the methodology.

4.1.2. Convening and Coordinating
Along with ideational support, convening and coordinating is a tool the
CFS has wielded most effectively. Fostering global-level policy coordination
is an area where the 2017 evaluation document was most complimentary.
Multiple individuals made similar observations during conversations for this
project. Said one interviewee: “The CFS is … about convening and looking at
evidence and getting member states to make commitments, deliberate on the
evidence, and agree to how things are. To me, they’re meant to bring member states
together and facilitate them to make strong commitments.”
The CFS could build off this strength further, perhaps convening an annual
forum combining RBA governance meetings with the CFS. Since convening
is an area where the CFS has already had success, it could be leveraged
in support of the FSS. An idea that has been offered elsewhere could be
compelling. The fragmented food system governance system leads to crowded
meeting calendars that can make it difficult for high-ranking political officials to
attend. A solution that has been suggested is the creation of an annual forum
that combines key RBA governance meetings with the CFS for one high-profile
session that provides three potential benefits: 1) attracts heads of state or
higher level delegations; 2) elevates the strategic and political discussions; and
3) increases the profile of the RBAs and the CFS (Winters et al., 2022).

17. The draft is available at: https://assets.fsnforum.fao.org/public/V0_Draft_HLPE_17_data_collection_analysis.pdf.
18. 1) Identify the barriers impeding quality data collection, analysis, and use in decision-making; 2) identify specific high priority gaps
in data production and analysis not covered by ongoing initiatives; 3) highlight the benefits of using data and the opportunity costs of
not using data for decisions; 4) illustrate initiatives that have encouraged evidence-based decisions in agriculture and food security
across the public, private, and academic sectors as well as approaches that have not worked; 5) provide insights into how to ensure
data collection and its utilization give voice to the people most affected by policies stemming from that data, including farmers and
other food producers.
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4.2. Which tools of orchestration does CFS not possess?
The CFS does not possess all tools of orchestration. While that does not necessarily diminish its
relevance in some areas, the Coordination Hub would not be well served if it asked the CFS to provide
material support or serve as a resource for review of commitments made during the FSS. The following
sub-section explains some of the rationale for this conclusion.

4.2.1. Material Support
The CFS is not positioned to provide material support to advance FSS
aims. The organization’s inconsistent funding streams were a focus of the 2017
evaluation, which noted CFS funding was not sufficient and was inconsistent.
While Recommendation #3 of that document provided suggestions for
diversifying funding streams, the situation does not appear to have changed
dramatically.

4.2.2. Review Mechanisms
The CFS lacks the capacity and independence to serve as a review
mechanism. The importance of identifying accountability mechanisms to ensure
FSS commitments were upheld has been identified by scholars—otherwise,
the Summit would be guilty of being “all hat and no cattle” (Covic et al., 2021).19
Despite the UN Secretary-General’s call for the CFS to play an accountability role
concerning the financial commitments made during FSS, it is difficult to see the
CFS playing this role.
Why not? Many member states did not support this idea at CFS Session 49,
pointing out it did not have the capacity, resources, or expertise. There are also
structural reasons why the CFS is ill-suited to monitoring. Individuals consulted
as part of this process pointed to at least two:
•

“I’m not sure the CFS should monitor food systems performance of countries
because they’re not totally independent―they’re representing member states. To
me, an accountability mechanism would be one that’s transparent and has no
vested interest. Of course, that’s difficult to do. … An accountability mechanism
that’s presenting the evidence of how food systems are performing should be done
independently and fed into the CFS. I think the UN was tasked with following up
on the commitments for the Decade of Action on Nutrition. Have you ever seen
anything from that? I haven’t. I worry that when it gets into the UN, it disappears
into the bureaucracy of the process.”

•

“I would offer as an observation: … if you wanted to kill a role for the private
sector in trying to generate resources (for the FSS), that's a beginning step for
doing it.”

19. The phrase “all hat, no cattle” implies someone or something is all talk and no action.
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4.3. Which tools might be accessed with concerted
effort?
Two other tools of orchestration—agenda setting and endorsement—come with caveats when
considering their relevance to the CFS’ position as an intermediary to the Coordination Hub. While it
is possible to see the potential of the CFS fulfilling either role, the historical record suggests it will be
difficult—the CFS has not demonstrated enduring capacity for either. These tools, then, are contingent
on the CFS making reforms

4.3.1. Agenda Setting
Agendas and agenda setting came up in two primary contexts in the 2017
evaluation report. Neither was particularly complimentary. The authors of that
report found that the CFS:
•

Had an overloaded agenda that impaired its performance

•

Did not prioritize efforts to collectively influence the UN agenda, instead
leaving the responsibility to the agency of the CFS chair.

It does not appear the situation has changed dramatically. The CFS still covers
multiple topics and does not focus on single issues that stakeholders can rally
around. And whether it was the Scientific Group or the national dialogues, the
UN mostly overlooked CFS policy products and HLPE reports in the lead-up to
the FSS, suggesting any CFS efforts to influence the agenda were ineffectual.
However, if CFS can make improvements to its process (how it chooses
topics, narrowing its agenda), the organization’s strengths―its inclusive
multi-stakeholder structure, its forum for discussion―seem suited for
setting global agenda-setting. A place to start might be for the CFS to assess
the way it chooses its topics. Those involved in the process feel the CFS bureau
bears responsibility for charting a more effective course that leads to action.
“I think the way they’ve been choosing topics to address is not a good exercise in
agenda-setting,” one interviewee said. “There are a number of tools that could be
used to help with agenda-setting, and to some extent, CFS has used them by coming
up with this list of emerging issues, but ultimately the topics that CFS decides to work
on is they derived from discussions within the bureau. There are many reasons why
issues get put on the agenda―it’s not because it’s the most important topic.”
The 2017 evaluation report returned repeatedly to the CFS’ overloaded agenda
and suggested it focus its attention.20 Given the focus of this paper is the FSS,
the CFS could assist the Coordination Hub by narrowing its next plan of work
on issues with direct links to FSS outcomes. There were multiple ideas from our

20. The 2017 evaluation report also offered suggestions for how the CFS could improve the external element of agenda setting:
outreach. External outreach also has relevance for the discussion on how the CFS might improve its focality and are discussed in
relation to how it can raise its profile (Section 5.3).
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discussions with interviewees and roundtable
participants where the CFS might help set the
global agenda:
•

•

Climate change: While UN Climate Change
Conference of the Parties (COP) 26 did not
devote significant consideration to food
systems (Welsh, 2021), that seems likely to
change in future iterations of the climate
conference. COP27 will take place in 2022 in
Egypt and COP28 in 2024 in the United Arab
Emirates. Kalibata, the Special Envoy for the
FSS, has already called for more attention to
be paid to be food systems’ contribution to
climate change (UN, 2021). The CFS could help
frame the discussion around what changes
are possible in the food system to help
reduce carbon emission or what food security
implications are likely if climate change
continues at current rates.
SDG stock-taking: With the global community
not on track to achieve the SDGs by the time
they expire in 2030, a stock-taking exercise
can be anticipated around 2025. The CFS could
determine how it might help set the agenda in
collaboration with the Coordination Hub. For
instance: As 2030 approaches, how can the
FSS financial commitments support national
pathways to achieve meaningful progress
toward the SDGs?
Alternatively, perhaps the stock-taking focuses
on what comes after the expiration of the
SDGs in 2030. The ideational support section
(Section 4.1.1.) discussed how the CFS might
help the FSS pursue better data collection
frameworks. With enhanced data collection
paradigms in food, agriculture, and nutrition,
the CFS might help refine the development
metrics for setting agendas and goals for the
post-2030 landscape.
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•

SDG17: SDG17 focuses on building
international cooperation for all SDGs―
creating the global partnership. There
are different strands to the targets and
indicators—mobilizing development aid,
ensuring policy coherence, promoting open
trade—but the emphasis is cooperation across
regions and stakeholders. With its diverse
representation, the CFS could be a forum
for discussions that would support SDG17
indicators related to food and agriculture. One
idea is to focus on how the private sector can
operationalize the spirit of SDG17. Specifically,
the CFS could encourage national leaders to
meet with private sector representatives to:
•

Understand the needs of local, regional,
and national political leaders

•

Explore how private sector capabilities
might address those needs

•

Prepare blueprints for private sector
engagements

•

Offer directions for all UN agencies about
potential collaborations with agri-business
companies

4.3.2. Endorsement
The emphasis on inclusion and consensus is part of the CFS brand; it ensures
the CFS imprimatur has a certain legitimacy. Some of the criticisms directed at
the FSS centered on the fact it had no legal mandate and that it was not guided by
agreements that had been negotiated by member states. The CFS, on the other
hand, can trace its authority to the fact it is the one body that brings together a
broad spectrum of actors―civil society, the private sector, and governments.
This comparative advantage can be leveraged by the CFS to a greater degree.
There are instances where FSS actors might pursue CFS engagement to validate
their work. Some of the participants in the Coalition for Blue/Aquatic Foods said
they would seek out CFS endorsement for what it would signal to other food
system actors―that the coalition was worthy of attention. “Demonstrating to a
larger audience the value-add,” the individual said. “With another UN talk shop, we’re
talking about various things and not leading anywhere. (But the CFS) should capture
that across not only blue foods but all of the Coalitions. Putting (the Coalitions) out
there in a way where countries can make sense of it.”
But while CFS endorsement might be valuable on specific issues, its lack of
external pull and difficulty reaching consensus limits its utility. There are
multiple reasons for that assessment. The perception the FSS overlooked various
CFS products is one. There were also regular comments from our interview
sample that: 1) the CFS lacks external gravitas; and 2) CFS endorsement is to be
actively avoided. Examples of those quotes include the following:
•

“I think one of the reasons that the UN needed a Food Systems Summit is because
the CFS wasn't working. We heard a tremendous amount of feedback from a wide
variety of stakeholders during the summit, the lead-up events, and coming into it,
that it would be a complete failure of the summit if it were just to simply go back
and sit with the CFS going forward. I think that needs to be acknowledged and
understood.”

•

“I think in the current situation, trying to reinforce CFS's role as a soft, normative
body, which is the way I would view endorsement, is probably a pretty tough thing
to do. I think the basic problem in CFS is the inability to reach consensus.”

The final comment—about the CFS’ inability to reach consensus—speaks to some
of the larger questions about the organization that has been drawn out by the
FSS. It provides a natural segue to our final section, which is an attempt to pose
more fundamental questions about the CFS that the FSS has raised.
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5. Concluding
Questions
KEY QUESTIONS
•

What are the costs of consensus?

•

Can the HLPE leverage its participation in the science
ecosystem of support for the FSS for reforms?

•

What steps might the CFS take to increase its focality?

The orientation of this paper is to ask how the CFS can help
the FSS achieve its aims. The authors also recognize the FSS
provides the CFS with an opportunity to demonstrate its
strengths and to coalesce around a singular vision. How can
the FSS help the CFS? Perhaps it serves as a catalyst for CFS to
wrestle with challenging issues that have historically hindered
the organization in making meaningful progress toward the
SDGs.

5.1. What are the costs of
consensus?
Inclusivity is a core tenet of the CFS vision.21 The 2017
evaluation report re-affirmed this norm and said efficiency
considerations should not override the principle of
inclusiveness (CFS, 2017, p. 34). In addition to inclusivity,
the emphasis on consensus is another fundamental
component of the CFS―the evaluation report highlighted this
characteristic as a strength.
However, the bruising discussions associated with the FSS
suggest the CFS will find it difficult to reach consensus
on issues of critical importance to the summit. The
divisions between the three camps outlined in Section #3 are
pronounced―Option #1 (max engagement) and #2 (limited
engagement) see vastly different pathways ahead for the CFS,
while the CSM mobilized a counter-summit and advocated
loudly for non-engagement with the FSS.22 The individual who
21. The official vision of the CFS is to serve the foremost inclusive international and
intergovernmental platform for global stakeholders to work together in a coordinated
way to ensure food security and nutrition for all (CFS, 2009).
22. It should be noted that the CSM does not represent all civil society―only the
groups that participate in that mechanism. This point was stressed repeatedly during
interviews for this project.
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offered the comment about consensus included
in the endorsement section above also made the
following point: “I would even say that there are
groups in CFS whose sole reason for existence is to
be oppositional, and as a result of that, putting the
CFS in the position of trying to endorse a consensus
viewpoint is not going to be productive.”
Current CFS dynamics call into question
whether inclusivity and consensus should be
allowed to lead to a stalemate of inaction.
CFS’ inclusivity is critical in lending it authority
and legitimacy (Canfield, Duncan, et al., 2021).
And this paper is certainly not arguing that
democratic legitimacy is not a critical component
of successful governance. However, if the CFS
remains dysfunctional with regards to the FSS or
other issues, how much benefit do inclusivity and
consensus provide? What is the optimal balance
between legitimacy and effectiveness? Could
a system that relies on majority consensus be
implemented instead?
Negotiated consensus can drive the
conversation towards the lowest common
denominator (Mckeon 2015). Does it serve the
global governance architecture if the CFS can only
reach agreement on issues so uncontroversial
that no one disagrees? The 2017 evaluation report
offered potential reforms to the composition of
the advisory group as a means for moving past
some of the squabbling,23 presenting ideas that
sparked conversation but did not gain traction,
which speaks to the delicacies involved.24

5.2. What opportunity does
the ‘science ecosystem
of support’ for the FSS
provide the HLPE?
The Coordination Hub envisions the HLPE playing
a role in the “science ecosystem of support” to
advance the goals of the FSS Scientific Group.
Left unresolved is what form the ecosystem will
take. The FSS’ Scientific Group advocated for the
formation of a new science-policy interface. Would
that new body supplant the HLPE? How would it
be funded? What would be its institutional home?
Could that group work together with the HLPE
with clear lines of demarcation for study? How
would this be operationalized? At the time of this
writing, the answers were not entirely clear―and
will largely be determined by stakeholders outside
the CFS.
The idea the HLPE could stand improvement is
relatively uncontroversial.25 The list of published
suggestions has included the following (among
others):
•

Permit the HLPE to propose its report subjects
instead of relying solely on instructions from
the plenary and bureau.

•

Expand its remit beyond food security and
nutrition to consider food systems more
broadly.

•

Increase the HLPE’s resources (Clapp et al.,
2021).

23. The ideas partially explored ways to provide representation to groups that might work on longer time horizons than elected
officials: The four proposals: 1) smaller businesses should gain an additional seat on the advisory group; 2) farmers should not be
given a separate seat since they are represented by both the PSM and CSM; 3) the WHO should join; 4) the CSM should justify why it
needs an additional seat (CFS, 2017, p. 76).
24. Interviews for this project indicated that not all the suggested changes were legally feasible.
25. An anecdote from a member of our interview sample provides context on why some have called for a new body: “When you walk
into the CFS, you’d have Argentina stand up and say: ‘We very much, as Argentina, appreciated the report. We agree with much of it with the
exception that there’s a section on page 85 that talks about how red meat is a potential risk factor for heart disease. We, in Argentina, do not
believe that this evidence is sound, and it is not accurate.’ That’s the problem. Of course Argentina’s going to say that―they have a hell of a
lot of beef. Or Norway stands up and they say: ‘We very much appreciated the report. We believe that fish was not mentioned enough in this
report. Blue foods are critically important.’ Fine, but that’s the problem with CFS. The CFS cannot say: ‘Actually, Argentina, that is incorrect.
There are 50 systematic reviews showing that red meat is a risk factor for heart disease.’ The HLPE could, but the CFS will censor you.”
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Allowing the HLPE to take initiative in choosing
topics would fit the FSS’ goal of making the
CFS more responsive. The FSS also elevated
discussions around the importance of sciencepolicy interfaces in food systems.
If the CFS can reframe FSS conversations
primarily as a chance to revamp the HLPE,
perhaps there is an opportunity to access
new resources, thereby mitigating a financing
constraint that has been highlighted repeatedly
throughout the HLPE’s existence.

5.3. How can the CFS raise
its profile and solidify its
position in the governance
landscape?
The CFS is not set up to be an orchestrator in
the post-FSS environment. But the organization
can still consider a change in focality to secure its
place in the global food governance landscape
moving forward. This paper discussed tools of
orchestration and how the CFS might serve as
an intermediary for the Coordination Hub. The
literature also identifies certain characteristics
that allow organizations to serve as successful
orchestrators. One such characteristic is focality―
whether the group occupies a central place in the
issue area.

of the organization’s shortcomings in attracting
attention. While the 2017 evaluation report
noted some of the successes associated with the
dispersion of HLPE reports, it also highlighted the
lack of adequate promotional resources and the
advisory committee’s uneven marketing of CFS
products (CFS, 2017, p. 46-47).
The FSS provides an opportunity to reformat
past products. For example, the CFS could create
a document that aggregates its prior guidance
and represents it in aligned or complementary
relationship to the FSS action tracks and Coalitions
of Action.
Another strategy would be for CFS to cultivate
linkages with would-be intermediaries.
Orchestration literature emphasizes the
importance of working through organizations that
share similar goals and structures. The CFS could
pursue this strategy in different layers. At the
global level, it could engage the constellation of
UN agencies more consistently.
Multiple sources from our interview sample
lamented that the CFS did not engage more
systematically with cohorts with shared interests.
“The CFS from the outside is still seen as a tool of the
FAO,” one individual said. “The external credibility
of the CFS is very limited … and that’s partly because
they’ve never fully engaged with the bigger UN family,
UN Development Programme, UN Environmental
Programme, and others that would give it a bigger
platform and a bigger audience.”

The discussion on the CFS’ inability to leverage its
endorsement tool (Section 4.3.2) highlighted some

Indirect governance strategies most effective with sharp focus
Having the HLPE focus broadly on issues related to food systems beyond food security
has proponents. “The whole issue of food security is passe—it’s gone,” said one member of our
interview sample. “Of course, it’s important in some settings, but it’s no longer what CFS should
be stuck in. They should be fully engaged in food system transformation thinking, framing, policy
guidance in so many different domains.”
One word of caution comes from Gertz et al. (2020). Like the CFS, high-level commissions
often do not have direct or binding authority to implement policy change. A clear lesson from
that research was the benefit of organizations having a narrow focus. The report used that
insight to build out a recommendation for a body to focus on one specific, tractable topic
within the food and nutrition universe. While it imagined an entity other than the CFS to fulfill
that role, the analysis still holds relevance: crowded agendas have already been identified as
a shortcoming of the CFS—expanding its mission bears the risk of exacerbating the issue.
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At the regional or national level, the CFS could
connect with regional development banks or
similar actors who fund food or agricultural
programs, and who might benefit from the
insights associated with HLPE or CFS policy
products. Regardless, the future work of the CFS
and HLPE would benefit from the relationships
and connectivity to these actors’ activities.

5.4. Concluding Comments
The authors spent six months immersed in the
CFS and the FSS. We have encountered both
frustration and cynicism as well as optimism
and advocacy. This paper identifies relevant
considerations for both as the CFS charts a path
forward toward 2030.
Both the preparations and aftermath of the FSS
have been turbulent for the CFS. The FSS has in
some ways posed existential questions about
the CFS that can catalyze introspection and
deliberative change. While this paper has argued
that the organization possesses tools (ideational
support, convening and coordinating) that can be
used in support of FSS aims, it has also recognized
that the CFS must also undertake reforms before
it can fulfill certain key roles (agenda-setting and
endorsement). Others (material support and
review mechanisms) appear to be beyond its

grasp without significant changes to resources.
While the inclination may be to linger on
the divisions within the CFS that the FSS has
reinforced and wonder if there is a path forward,
we note that the 2030 Agenda could use an
organization like the CFS. The CFS is in a position
to advocate for all stakeholders as global leaders
consider how to reduce global food insecurity and
transition toward more sustainable food systems.
Two comments from our sample reinforce the
shared interests of CFS stakeholders in realizing
the SDGs. These can serve as our conclusion:
•

“The last thing I will say is we have this tension
between the civil society mechanism and
private sector mechanism. We can’t achieve the
sustainable development goals without both
of them; particularly, without the increased
engagement of private sector, both from a
capacity standpoint, as well as from a financial
investment standpoint. And that is never going to
sit well with civil society.”

•

“Both (the CFS and the FSS) can feed from each
other in the best possible way and contribute to
each other. If you do not agree to having the CFS
play some role, any role, the largest role possible
in the FSS follow up, then you are against SDG2
and the whole of the 2030 agenda.”
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