


[bookmark: _GoBack]EESC Section for Agriculture, Rural Development and the Environment (NAT)EN

[image: Image result for Un SDG Goal 17]Permanent Group (PG) on Sustainable Food Systems
[image: Image result for sdg 12 icon][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]Work Plan 2025-2027 




Context:

The EESC’s Permanent Group (PG) on Sustainable Food Systems focuses on the economic, environmental and social consequences of food production and consumption using a more comprehensive policy approach. This overall objective also reflects the Sustainable Development Goals under the UN 2030 Agenda, which provide a crucial framework for joint action to feed the world sustainably by 2030.

The 2025-2027 mandate of the PG will build on the work of the previous mandate, with the aim of fostering productive, competitive, sustainable, resilient, regenerative and fairer food systems across all territories of the EU. At the same time, it will contribute to the initiatives of the European Commission, as announced in the Vision for Agriculture and Food and in the Commission’s Work Programme.

Geopolitical tensions, climate change, social inequalities and environmental degradation are putting increased pressure on the EU’s farming, fisheries and food sectors, which are nevertheless strategic for food security, the economy and the vitality of rural areas. In recent years, the economic situation of these sectors has sharply deteriorated and urgent action is therefore needed to stabilise production, ensure fair incomes, support generational renewal and strengthen EU food sovereignty and strategic autonomy. Rural areas, which are home to 30% of the EU population, must be supported in order to overcome depopulation and social decline, while building on their key role and untapped potential with respect to sustainable development and the green transition. Moreover, food is a common thread linking all 17 SDGs and the transformation of food systems will therefore provide a powerful lever for implementing the sustainable development and climate agendas as a whole. 

At international level, the agri-food sector faces a combination of interlinked challenges, including ensuring global food security in the context of population growth, climate change, increasing pressure on natural resources, geopolitical tensions, trade disruptions and market volatility. The tariffs imposed by the United States underscore, more than ever, the need to strengthen synergies and coordinated action among strategic partners, particularly with organisations such as the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), in order to jointly safeguard global food security and promote a stable agri-food system. The follow-up to the UN Food Systems Summit convened by the UN Secretary-General in 2021, through its biennial stocktaking exercises, as well as the work of the Committee on World Food Security (CFS) and the growing space devoted to food systems in the COP on Climate Change and Biodiversity, will be the cornerstone of the PG work programme during the 2025-2027 half mandate. At the same time, the PG will deepen its engagement with the FAO, moving beyond one-off moments of exchange, such as those within the CFS and WFF, towards more regular exchanges between the PG president and the FAO’s high-level representatives, in order to discuss the FAO’s work and alignment with the positions and recommendations of the EESC across various issues of common concern.

At EU level, the agri-food sector is facing increased exposure to international competition arising from open markets and trade agreements such as the EU-Mercosur agreement, highlighting that the need to ensure fair competition and reciprocity of standards in areas such as environmental protection, food safety and animal welfare is more pressing than ever. At the same time, the proposal for the next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF 2028-2034) raises concerns over the risk of reduced or re-prioritised Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) budgets, amid growing demands and pressure on food producers. The key concerns of the sector include insufficient support to ensure fair incomes, respond to rising production costs and market volatility, accelerate generational renewal, ensure sufficient resources for the transition towards more sustainable, resilient and regenerative agri-food systems and respond to changing consumer expectations, all within a context of budgetary constraints and increasing regulatory complexity. The annual Food Dialogues, announced by the European Commission in its Vision for Agriculture and Food, will also mark the PG’s 2025-2027 half mandate. Through this group, the EESC has already contributed to the Commission’s work by organising a debate on Insights from civil society towards the food dialogues and the Committee aims to further support the Commission in its work and put forward civil society organisations’ views and priorities round the table, while ensuring an enlarged forum in which to collaborate closely with other partners such as local and regional authorities[footnoteRef:1]. The PG stands ready to provide a forum for the preparation of the Food Dialogues. Synergies with important institutional partners, such as the Committee of the Regions and various Commission directorates-general will be maintained and further strengthened. [1:  	EESC opinion Towards a European Food Policy Council as a new governance model in the future EU Framework on Sustainable Food Systems.] 


In summary, during the 2025-2027 half mandate the PG will work on maintaining and reinforcing synergies with all actors, stakeholders and organisations involved in the agri-food sector and working on sustainable food systems, while at the same time proposing specific examples of measures or ways forward, feeding into the NAT section’s work programme. 

Overall objective and proposed actions:

The PG on Sustainable Food Systems will, among other things, contribute to the NAT section work programme’s third policy priority on Fostering a Comprehensive Food Policy – Towards a More Sustainable Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), as well as on sustainable rural/urban development. Close cooperation with the Sustainable Development Observatory will be maintained and strengthened, with a particular focus on SDG 2 (Zero Hunger). Synergies could also be explored with the EESC Youth Group and the FAO’s EU national youth chapters, as part of the EESC’s continuous efforts to better include the voice of young Europeans in its work and in the EU decision-making process in a structured and meaningful way. The EESC could serve as a forum for any exchange between these two.

To ensure that its message is conveyed effectively and has a tangible impact, the PG’s work must remain firmly grounded in realism. The PG is expected to put forward new ideas, through the meaningful involvement of a broad and balanced range of actors representing all relevant perspectives, in a systematic, transparent and consistent way.

More precisely, the work of the PG will focus on the following areas: 
	Foster productive, competitive, sustainable, resilient, regenerative and fairer food systems, using a pragmatic and realistic approach
	· Promote and discuss at interinstitutional level via thematic debates at PG meetings and contributions to NAT section opinions on aspects such as: regenerative forms of agriculture; the revision of the Unfair Trading Practices (UTP) Directive, and how to tackle the uneven distribution of power in the chain and market abuse; the EU Protein Supply Strategy (building on our previous call for a European Protein Strategy, a priority now acknowledged in the Vision); the long-term strategy on livestock; and the decarbonisation of the agri-food sector; 
· Continue to advocate for a comprehensive food policy that ensures: fair supply chains, decent labour and life conditions (including mental health), sustainable food production and processing, healthy diets, fair income and affordable food prices, the right to food and stronger bargaining power for the most vulnerable actors in the food chain; work on sustainable food packaging and on animal welfare; 
· Further explore the social dimension of sustainable food systems, with a focus on working conditions, the mental health of farmers and workers, gender equality and strengthening the position of young people in rural and coastal areas. Fair and stable incomes remain a prerequisite for the long-term viability and social legitimacy of the sector;
· Discuss the developments regarding the next CAP taking into account the entire food supply chain, through hearings at PG meetings, and promote the EESC’s recommendations to the European Commission in the context of the new Multiannual Financial Framework, highlighting the mismatch between, on the one hand, the challenges facing the sector and, on the other hand, the fact that the proposed budget ringfenced for the CAP is smaller than the current budget;
· Work on changing the narrative around agriculture by restoring a fact-based and balanced public discourse, including by highlighting the positive aspects of the CAP. Fair and stable farm incomes are essential in making the sector attractive, particularly for young people (generational renewal) and in ensuring its long-term viability. Farmers are too often portrayed negatively, notably as enemies of the environment, while misinformation, such as false claims about the CAP’s share of the EU budget, continues to undermine the sector’s image and credibility.
· Contribute to the EESC’s work on the revision of the Public Procurement Directive (food procurement part);
· Explore ways to tackle food waste effectively and identify best practices, in line with food donation and circular approaches; participate more actively in the European Platform on Food Loss and Waste;

	Strengthening the EU’s food sovereignty, preparedness, food security and strategic autonomy in the context of international trade
	· Analyse the evolution of the agri-food sector, given the geopolitical context (imports/exports with Ukraine) and international trade agreements, e.g. Mercosur (alignment of import standards with EU production standards/true reciprocity of standards);
· Explore tools and funds for managing risk in the face of market volatility and other types of market disruptions; supply chain integrations on sustainable models (especially for small farmers); ensure the competitiveness and preparedness of the EU agri-food sector;
· Support more transparency and traceability all along the food market chain, and continue to advocate against the financialisaton of the food sector, which is driving food price speculation; 

	Strengthen the fisheries and blue food sectors - towards sustainable fisheries and aquaculture 

	· Give more visibility to the fisheries and aquaculture sector through dedicated debates at PG meetings, tackling the sector’s key issues, such as: fair incomes for fishers; the need for simplification in the sector; fisheries products across the EU and unfair competition with third countries (70% are imported); and warming waters (stocks moving north) and climate change; 
· Contribute to developing a comprehensive EU vision that promotes a just transition for the sector while fostering generational renewal and decarbonisation (linked to the upcoming evaluation of the CFP, which will feed into a 2040 Vision for Fisheries and Aquaculture) and opportunities for rural and coastal areas; 
· Contribute to the action plan for blue food and how to strengthen food security and strategic autonomy, highlighting how healthy, nutritional and sustainable these products are; 

	Linking food systems with environment, climate, the SDGs and 2030 Agenda
	· Work in close collaboration with the Sustainable Development Observatory (joint meetings), with a specific focus on SDG 2; assess progress and identify gaps in the EU’s path towards fairer, more inclusive and sustainable food systems in line with the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs;
· Analyse the scenarios in the Joint Research Centre’s report on EU agriculture 2040: no easy fix for environmental and socio-economic aspects, including on carbon-efficient farming; 
· Ensure this group’s priorities align with the Water Framework Directive (revision expected for Q2 2026);

	Linking food systems with the ‘one health’ approach and foster sustainable food labelling to empower consumers to make more sustainable and healthier food choices (‘healthy diets’)
	· Strengthen the nexus between food and health: integrating the ‘one health’ approach in eating habits, healthy diets, disease prevention, mental health and the prevention of zoonoses and antimicrobial resistance (AMR);
· Focus on the consumer side by working on: the proposal for a Food Information to Consumers (FIC) Regulation, still to be published by the Commission; information on the origin of food, as a tool towards sustainable and healthy food systems; sustainability labelling and consumer awareness-raising for sustainable foods (including fisheries products); strengthening the role of organic certification and geographical indications, and how to use these sectors as a guiding track; exploring how price changes affect consumer choices and how they are consistent with the goal of sustainable nutrition;
· Assess the implementation of the Commission’s ‘Buy EU food’ campaign; 

	Towards sustainable rural/urban development
	· Contribute to the updated Rural Action Plan, as announced in the Vision, looking at the role of sustainable food systems in sustainable rural-urban development;

	Assessing new sustainable technologies and promoting education
	· Assess new technologies (e.g. smart farming, digital technologies, potential and weaknesses of artificial intelligence, etc.) for productivity, sustainability and competitiveness and related EU initiatives such as the upcoming EU digital strategy for agriculture; 
· Address the issue of skills in the sector and how to acquire them;
· Explore tools such as the on-farm sustainability compass and benchmarking to improve farm sustainability;

	Active and meaningful participation at European and international fora/platforms – reinforcing and building synergies

	· Actively engage in the Commission’s annual Food Dialogues through preparatory debates;
· Contribute to the follow-up to the UN Food Systems summit convened by the UN Secretary-General in 2021, through its planned biennial stocktaking exercises; 
· Highlight the issue of food systems in the preparations for the COP on Biodiversity and Climate, e.g. by working with the PG on COP on debates, written contributions or the organisation of side-events; 
· Participate in the annual UN Committee on World Food Security (CFS), which is the foremost inclusive international and intergovernmental platform enabling all stakeholders to work together to ensure food security and nutrition for all, potentially with a contribution like the one for the COPs; liaise with the Council’s Working Party on International Food and Agricultural Questions, which is responsible for coordinating and preparing the EU’s positions for the CFS (among other things);
· Participate in the annual World Food Forum (WFF);
· Further reinforce and deepen the engagement with the FAO, moving beyond one-off exchanges, such as those within the CFS and WFF, towards more regular exchanges between the PG president and the FAO’s high-level representatives, making it possible to better shape developments across different fora.



Working methods:

The PG president and members, as well as the secretariat, have different but crucial roles to play in co-designing and co-creating the PG’s activities. The PG president and members will act as the story-tellers conveying a strong narrative on sustainable food systems and will be invited to engage on social media (X, BlueSky, Instagram) on relevant occasions. The PG will also ‘walk the talk’ when it comes to sustainable working methods by pursuing continued cooperation with the European Commission, the European Committee of the Regions and civil society organisations from across the whole agri-food chain, making sure its events are inclusive, for example in terms of gender balance and youth participation and by going beyond the Brussels ‘bubble’). 

Food sustainability is connected to several other issues the NAT and other EESC sections/CCMI are working on. Regular exchanges with other sections, bodies and groups could therefore be developed.
_____________
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