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from the Oceans) gibi bazılarının Avrupa Birliği’nden geldiğini görebilirsiniz. Soldaki 
ise Science Advice for Policy by European Academies’in (SAPEA/Avrupa Akademileri 
tarafından Politika için Bilimsel Öneriler) gelecekteki Sürdürülebilir Gıda Sistemi üzerine 
hazırladığı bir rapordur. Bu sonuncusu aslında çok da iyi bir rapordur.

Hepimiz biliyoruz ki, mevcut gıda sistemi, doğrusal bir ekonomik değer zinciri ile 
kitlesel tüketim modelleri üzerine tasarlandı; yansımda bu değer zincirinin bir resmini 
görebilirsiniz: girdiden üretime, işlemeye, dağıtıma, pazarlamaya ve tüketime. Sanırım 
şimdi bıraktık, ama bence bu lineer düşünme biçiminden çoktan vazgeçmeliydik. Birçok 
rapor, örneğin gıda sisteminin haritasını çizen SAPEA raporu daha karmaşık bir model 
üzerinden ilerler. Bu potansiyel olarak döngüsel bir modeldir; gıda sisteminin politika, 
sağlık, çevre, toplum ve ekonomi gibi sistemlerle etkileşim içinde olduğu interaktif bir 
modeldir. Bu türden bir etkileşim, çok karmaşık bir resim ortaya koyar ve çok karmaşık 
bir probleme yol açar. FAO raporu da dâhil olmak üzere birçok rapor, SAPEA raporunda 
olduğu gibi “her zamanki gibi iş yapmak artık geçerli bir seçenek değildir ve köklü bir 
değişiklik gereklidir” sonucuna varmaktadır.

«Get Big or get out!» (EARL BUTZ)

The received paradigm:
The mass consumption model with linear economic value chain

But now :
Moving from linearity
and  mass production
to: ....
Next slide  

The complex adaptive 
and possibly
circular system of food

Burada biraz duralım ve ara verelim. Aslında ne demek isteniyor? Gıda sistemimizi 
tasarlama şeklimizin özünde yanlış olduğunu söylüyor. Özellikle de onu planlama ve 
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yönetme biçimimiz özünde yanlış. Onu yeni tarzda yeniden tasarlamak zorundayız. Ve 
bu elbette oldukça radikal bir iddia. Peki bunu nasıl yapacağız?

Benim kişisel görüşüme göre, gıda araştırmaları bugüne dek bazı temel hatalar içinde oldu. 
Her ne kadar iyi niyetlerle yönlendirilse de, genel olarak gıda araştırmaları gelecek için 
uygulanabilir çözümler üretemedi. Neden böyle oldu?

Sanırım çok uzun zamandır, çok dar akademik alanlarımızda yaşamaktan fazlasıyla mutlu 
olduk. Çözüm bulmak için çok uzun süre alt dallar ve hatta onların da alt dalları içinde 
özelleştirilmiş modelleri ve terminolojileri kullandık. Ancak gerçekten disiplinler ötesiliğe 
(transdisiplinerite) geçmeyi henüz başaramadık.

İkincisi, en güçlü aktörler karşısında kolayca aldandık. Örneğin OECD, FAO veya 
diğerleri. Onların siyasi raporlarını takip ediyor, görüşlerini benimsiyor, terminolojilerine, 
modellerine ve hatta verilerine ayak uyduruyoruz. Avrupa Birliği’nde bir toplantıyı ve 
orada sunulan bir SAPEA raporunu hatırlıyorum. Bu, Okyanuslardan Gelen Gıdalar 
raporuydu ve deniz ürünleri üretiminin çeşitli tanımları vardı ve bunlardan bazıları, ilk 
önce FAO raporları tarafından bildirilmemiş ve farklı ortamlarda kullanılan akademik 
verilere dayanıyordu. FAO temsilcisi öfkeyle “sadece tek bir veri seti var, o da FAO verileri” 
cevabını vermişti.

Yani gıda sistemlerini tartışırken işin içinde iktidar vardı. Ve kendimizi bu tür baskılardan 
kurtarmalıyız.

Üçüncüsü, ekonomik modellemelere fazla boyun eğdik. Mevcut eğilimler hakkındaki 
ekstrapolasyonları ve temellerinde yatan doğrusal düşünme biçimleri pek yararımıza 
olmadı.

Taleb, Black Swans the Unexpected High Impact Events (Siyah Kuğular: Yüksek Etkili 
Beklenmeyen Olaylar) başlıklı bir kitap yazmıştı. Ve bence şu anda karşı karşıya olduğumuz 
pandemi belki de beklenmedik yüksek etkili bir olaydır.

Dördüncü ve son olarak, küresel master planların sihirli çözümleri tarafından çok kolay 
baştan çıkarıldık. Yani, dünyaya sanki bir bütün olarak ele alınabilecek tek bir birimmiş 
gibi bakıyoruz.  Farklı itkilere ve kaynaklara sahip birbirleriyle etkileşim içinde çapraşık 
sistemler olarak görmüyoruz. 

Bu sihirli çözümler veya bu küresel master planlar, çok fazla egemen oldu. Şimdi bir örneğe 
geçeceğim ve bu da EAT-Lancet Raporu. Burada, 2050 yılına kadar sağlıklı beslenme 
alışkanlıklarına geçiş için önemli diyet değişiklikleri gerekeceğini okuyabilirsiniz. Sanırım 
bunda hemfikirizdir. Küresel meyve, sebze, yemiş ve baklagil tüketimi ikiye katlanmalı ve 
kırmızı et, şeker gibi yiyeceklerin tüketimi % 50’den fazla fazla olacak şekilde azaltılmalı. 
Bitki bazlı gıdalar açısından zengin ve daha az hayvansal kaynaklı gıda içeren bir diyet, hem 
sağlığımıza, hem çevreye faydalı olacaktır. Bunu genel bir biçimde okursak, bence oldukça 
doğru bir önerme; ama dikkat edersek bu çok spesifik ve çok küresel bir yaklaşım. Daha 
detaylı tanımlamalara gelirseniz, raporun çok daha özgün hedeflerle çalıştığını görürsünüz. 
Benim eleştirim de bu noktada başlıyor. Öyleyse benim eleştirimin ne olduğunu görelim.

İlk eleştirim, raporun kültürel olarak taraflı olması. Batı ile birlikte küresel Kuzey’in 
zengin nüfusu için tasarlanmıştır. Sahra Altı Afrika veya Güneydoğu Asya gibi yerler için 
hiç de uygulanabilir değildir. Muhtemelen Türkiye gibi ülkeler için de pek uygulanabilir 
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olmadığını düşünüyorum, ama bunu sizin değerlendirmeniz gerekir. Raporda halklara ve 
törelerine ara sıra atıfta bulunuluyor, ancak gıdanın kültürel içkinliğini görmezden geliyor. 
Gıda, beslenmeden çok daha fazlasıdır. Gıda gelenektir, gıda ailelerin sosyal etkileşimidir; 
kültürel gelenekler, dinî bayramlar ve benzerleridir. Aynı zamanda rapor, küçük ölçekli 
üreticilerin farklı gerçekliklerini ve yerel, zamansal ve durumsal bağlamlarını da gözardı 
ediyor.  Dünyanın pek çok ülkesinde, özellikle yoksul olanlarda, büyük ölçekli üretimi 
görmüyoruz; ancak küçük ölçekli yerel üreticiler, açlık sınırında yaşayan ve sahip oldukları 
kaynaklarla mücadele etmek zorunda olan aile çiftliklerini görüyoruz. Ve bu durumlar 
dünyanın farklı yerlerinde çok farklıdır.

İkincisi, bilimsel özen açısından çok yetersiz olduğunu düşünüyorum. Raporda, eğer 
tavsiyesine uyarsak, yılda 11 milyon hayatı kolayca kurtaracağımıza dair büyük bir iddia 
var. Şimdi bu oldukça sıradışı bir iddia: Yılda küresel olarak 11 milyon can! Peki bu 
nasıl oluyor? Beslenmeyle ilgili hastalıklara dair üç farklı değerlendirmeyi kullanmışlar 
ve bunlar arasında üçgenleme yapmışlar. Tüm bu değerlendirmelerin sonucu beslenme 
biçiminin değişmesi halinde takriben 11 milyon hayatın kurtulacağını söylemişler. Ancak 
bu istatistikler, özellikle de küresel olarak uygulandığında, büyük belirsizlikler içermektedir. 
Beslenme biçiminin sağlığa faydalarının çok farklı olduğunu görüyoruz. Ayrıca dünyanın 
farklı yerlerindeki hastalıklar da çok farklıdır. Bazı hastalıkların bazı ülkelerde daha yaygın, 
bazılarında ise daha nadir olduğunu biliyoruz. Ben bunun, belirsizlikleri görmezden 
gelmeye ve çevresel faktörlere müdahale etmeye dayalı, panik yaratmaya yönelik siyasi bir 
iddia olduğundan şüpheleniyorum. Ve böyle bir raporda böyle bir durumun olmaması 
gerektiğini düşünüyorum.

Ve bu da üçüncü eleştirime bağlantılı. Rapor özenle nicelleştirilmiş sağlıklı gıda alımı 
hedefleri belirtiyor. Bunun için şu kadar kilokaloriye ihtiyacınız var diyor. Şimdi mesele 
şu ki,  bu hedefler son 40 yıl içinde sürekli değişti. Ve pek çok uzman beslenme biliminde 
tüm bu nicelleştirilmiş hedeflerin aşırı yüksek sistem belirsizlikleriyle kuşatılmış olduğu 
konusunda hemfikir. Ve literatür genellikle artıları ve eksileri konusunda bölünmüş 
durumda. Sağda Schoenfield ve Ioannidis’in bir çalışmasını görebilirsiniz. Adı Boston 
Yemek Kitabı Çalışması olan bu araştırma, söz konusu kitapta geçen 50 malzemeyi 
hedef alır ve bilimsel literatürde bu malzemelerin içerdiği kanser riskleri hakkında neler 
bulunduğunu kontrol eder. Ve her bir malzeme için hem kanser riski açısından olumlu 
etkilerini ortaya koyan bir dizi çalışma, hem de aynı açıdan olumsuz etkilerini bildiren bir 
dizi çalışma bulunduğunu gösterir. Bu, çalışmadaki 50 malzemenin tümü için de geçerlidir. 
Yani bu konuda bilimsel bir belirsizlik ve tartışma söz konusudur.

Dördüncü eleştirim, yalnızca yukarıdan aşağıya küresel bir çözüm önerme yaklaşımıyla 
ilgilidir. Bununla yaşayabileceğimizi sanmıyorum. Bunun gidilecek yol olduğunu 
sanmıyorum. Bu yaklaşım ilgili paydaşların yeniliklere uyum gösterebilmek gibi çok yaşamsal 
bir yetilerini ve tabandan yukarı olan dinamiklerini gözardı etmektedir. Yaşam tarzları ve 
beslenme şekilleri çok farklı olduğu için özellikle yerli halklara atıfta bulunuyorum. Bu 
kültürlerde çevreye uyum ve beslenme ihtiyaçları genellikle çok farklıdır. Dayanıklı ve 
işleyen gıda sistemleri geliştirilirken yerel ve bölgesel seviyeler belirtilir. Bu, temelde 
teknoloji transferi ve kalkınma ekonomisi konusunda yaptığımız tüm çalışmalarda ortaya 
çıkmaktadır. Tüm bu araştırmalar, yukarıdan aşağıya stratejilerin, onları uyarlamak için 
yerel katılımla birleştirildiklerinde bile işe yaramadığını göstermiştir. Yukarıdan başlayıp 
aşağıya inmenin yolu bu değildir. Aslında tam tersini yapmalı ve aşağıdan yukarıya 
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gitmeliyiz. Önce yereldeki sorunun ne olduğuna bakıp ondan sonra bu sorun konusunda 
ne yapabileceğimizi tartışmamız gerekiyor.

Beşinci eleştirim, strateji dedikleri şeyle ilgili. Rapor, araçsal yardımı hedefleyen somut 
stratejiler sunduğunu iddia ediyor, ancak büyük ölçüde sadece bilinen gerçeklerle son 
buluyor. Burada alıntıladığım, strateji olarak “sağlıklı diyetlere bağlılık” gibi. Elbette, kim 
sağlıklı beslenmeye bağlı değil ki? Sorun, bunu yapmanın yolu. Tüm bu karşılıklı ilişkiler ve 
düşünmeniz gereken tüm bu etkileşimler ve endişeler önümüzdeyken stratejimiz ne olacak? 
Resim ne kadar büyükse, o kadar karmaşıktır ve bir strateji geliştirmek o kadar zor olur.

Özetle, gıda sistemlerini yönetmenin, Rittel ve Webber’in dediği gibi “hınzır sorunlar” 
sunduğunu görmezden gelmenin kolay olduğunu görebileceğimizi düşünüyorum; bunu 
“sorunu anlamak ve sorunu çözmek birlikte ilerler” biçiminde ifade edebiliriz. Yani 
sorunun kesin formülasyonunu bilmediğimiz gibi, ne zaman sonuca ulaştığınızı anlamanızı 
sağlayacak ölçütler bile bulunmamaktadır; dolayısıyla kolay olduğu için seçilenin dışında 
gerçek bir son nokta yoktur. Bu tür şeyler daima birbirlerine bağlı olur ve zamana yayılırlar.

Ve belirtmek istediğim diğer bir nokta ise şudur: Tip 1 ve tip 2 hatalar istatistikte oldukça 
iyi bilinmektedir. Ancak bilimde daha yaygın olan, konuşmamın başlangıcında disipliner 
silolardan bahsederken değindiğim, 3. tür hata adı verilen hatadır: “Çok iyi bilim, ama 
maalesef tamamen yanlış soru”. Bir disiplindeki bilim adamları problemleri o disiplinin 
sorunu olacak şekilde yeniden formüle ettiklerinde ve o disiplinin araçlarıyla geleneksel 
tarzda cevaplanabilir hale getirdiklerinde olan çoğunlukla budur.

Yapmamız gereken şey, ilk önce kullanıcıların problemleri ortaya koyma biçimlerini 
gerçekten dinlemeye açık olduğumuz, son kullanıcılar, üreticiler ve diğerleri ile diyaloğa 
girdiğimiz disiplinler ötesi bir yaklaşıma başvurmaktır. Ve sonra, tüm uzmanlarla ve tüm 
paydaşlarla etkileşimli bir iletişim ve diyalog içinde, ileriye dönük yolu birlikte tasarlamaya 
çalışmalı, oradan nasıl ilerleyeceğimizi düşünmeli, neyin daha kapsamlı bir şekilde bir yanıt 
olabileceğini tartışmalıyız.

O halde benim tercihlerim, kapsayıcı sektörler arası çabalar göstermemiz gerektiği 
yönündedir. Sektörler arası derken sadece süt ürünleri veya bitkisel ürünler üretimi veya 
balıkçılıkla vb. değil, aslında genel olarak gıda ile uğraşıyoruz; tüm sistemden, ortak 
stratejleri hedefleyen, çok katmanlı, yerel, bölgesel ve ulusal diyaloglardan söz ediyoruz. 
Nerede yaşadığımıza bağlı olarak, daha yerel, daha bölgesel ve hatta ulusal bir strateji 
söz konusu olabilir. Bazı ülkelerde ulusal stratejiler tasarlamak çok zor olabilir, ancak 
farklı bölgelerimizdeki farklı gerçeklere de bakmamız gerekir. Bu nedenle, yüksek sistem 
belirsizliği altında değer temelli, doğru bilgiye dayalı kararları hedeflemeliyiz. Türkiye’de 
daha önce yaptığım bir konuşmada, gıda etiğinin, şimdiye kadar bu tür yaklaşımların 
çoğunun dışında kalan bir konu olduğunu tartışmıştım. Birçok değerin, yalnızca ekonomik 
değerlerin değil, ekolojik değerlerin; aynı zamanda çalışmayla ilgili değerler, sağlıkla 
ilgili gıda güvenliği, gıda güvencesi, üretim koşulları ve göçmen işçilerin, hatta genelde 
balıkçılıkta olduğu gibi köle işçilerin çalıştırılması gibi insani değerlerin; tüm bu etik 
sorunların da dahil edilmesi gerektiğini artık fark etmeliyiz. Bunları açıkça irdelemeli ve 
sağlam kararlar almayı hedeflemeliyiz. Sağlam kararlar, uygulamaya konulduktan sonra 
hayatta kalma şansına sahip olan ve bireysel kararlar tarafından tersi yönde zayıflatılamayan 
kararlardır. Doğru bilgiye dayanmalıdırlar, ancak en bilimsel olanın bile yüksek sistem 
belirsizliğinden mustarip olacağının farkında olarak bilimin bize sağladıklarını en üst 
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düzeyde kullanmalıyız. Bu kısıttan kurtulamayız, ama bununla yetinmeli ve elimizden 
gelenin en iyisini yapmalıyız.

Ve az önce tartıştığım gibi, güven ve sağlam sonuçlar elde etmek için disiplinler ötesi 
ortamlarda çalışmalıyız. Disiplinler ötesi ortamlar da dediğim gibi, son kullanıcıların, 
üreticilerin ve genel olarak tüm paydaşların sesine açık ortamlardır.

Ve neyi hedeflemeliyiz? Pek çok bilim insanı hakikati, dünyanın nihai gerçeklerini doğru 
olarak bilebilmeyi hedef almaları gerektiğini düşünüyor. Bir bakıma hakikat, maalesef 
ulaşılamaz bir hedeftir. Kuşkusuz, gerçekdışı olan şeyleri hedeflememeli ve hatta hoş 
görmemeliyiz. Ancak gerçekten yapmamız gereken, amaca uygun iyi kaliteli sonuca 
ulaşmaktır. Amaçlar nelerdir? Ele almak istediğimiz konu nedir? Amaca uygun ne tür 
bir çözüm arıyorduk? Bu katkı, amacımız göz önüne alındığında çabalamamız gereken 
nitelikleri gösteriyor mu? Ve sanırım bu konuyu daha önce Türkiye’de ve başka yerlerde 
dile getirdim: bu, normal sonrası bilim yaklaşımının bir ürünüdür. Bunun propagandasını 
daha önce de yapıyordum. Kısaca hatırlayayım: Funtowicz ve Ravetz, normal sonrası bilim 
yaklaşımını, risklerin yüksek, olguların belirsiz, değerlerin tartışmalı, ancak kararların hâlâ 
acil olduğu durum olarak tanımlamışlardır. Ve bu, kapsamlı bir meslektaş incelemesini/ 
hakem değerlendirmesini gerektirir; bu da, ilgili uzmanlık kavramını genişletmek, 
kullanıcıların sesini dinlemek anlamına gelir. Onlar birçok yönden sorunların nerede 
olduğu ve farklı değer ortamlarından nasıl etkilendikleri konusunda uzmandırlar.

Böylece, sunumumu burada bitirmek istiyorum. İlginiz için teşekkür eder, tartışmalarınızda, 
bilimsel kariyerlerinizde ve çalışmalarınızda size başarılar dilerim. Ve umarım bir dahaki 
sefere yüzyüze tanışma ve diyalog kurma şansımız olur. Burada Norveç’te çoktan akşam 
oldu, şimdi sunumuma son vereceğim. Çok teşekkür ederim.
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the agrıcultural and food ethıcs ASSOCIATION OF TURKEY (TARGET)

Editorial
The Agricultural and Food Ethics Association of Turkey TARGET had to postpone the 
2020 Spring Seminar due to the precautions taken one after the other after the notification 
of the first COVID-19 case in Turkey. The effects of the pandemic on the agriculture 
and food system and the concerns of the society about access to food concurrently began 
to be felt from the first days. A new agenda has emerged in terms of agriculture and 
food ethics and we faced with huge issues that we have not experienced before. Our 
Association, which aims to contribute scientifically in understanding and solving these 
problems, organized a program titled TARGET Virtual Conferences in the Days of 
Corona between April and August, 2020. The objective of the program was “trying to 
assess the issues related to agriculture and food system during the times of corona and 
making intellectual contributions to the future of the system”. Considering the worldwide 
effects of the COVID-19 outbreak that do not recognize national borders, it was deemed 
appropriate to include international experts, most of whom had participated in TARGET’s 
previous international events, in this program as well as national experts. The recordings 
of this series, consisting of seven Turkish speaking and seven foreign speakers, can still be 
viewed on the TARGET Online YouTube channel.

The presentations took place at the TARGET Virtual Conferences in the Days of Corona 
pointed out the issues caused by the COVID-19 pandemic in the agriculture and food 
system and the vulnerabilities that the system has been demonstrating. They have also 
raised the question of what kind of an agriculture and food system awaits humanity after 
the pandemic. Moreover, as the pandemic raised an awareness and sensitivity in societies 
which led to a  thorough revision of the existing systems, the presentations questioned what 
kind of agriculture and food system we want in the future as well as sharing suggestions 
and good practice examples for an ideal system. We, as TARGET, planned to publish a 
book consisting of the texts of these presentations in order to share the comprehensive 
knowledge, and to make it available to more people in the long term. The Friedrich Ebert 
Stiftung Association (FES), which supported the lecture series, also undertake the printing 
costs of the book.

Seven of the conference presentations were made in Turkish, seven were in English, and 
the presentations, originally in English, were published with Turkish subtitles. We decided 
to publish a bi-lingual book, considering the risk of changing the meaning in translation. 
Therefore, each text included in the book appeared both in its original language and in its 
translation. Since the author of one of the presentations stated that he could not prepare 
the text for publication in the book on time, the book includes 13 texts. We let the authors 
to decide whether to mention their references or not. While transforming the texts to the 
written language, we requested authors to adhere to the framework of their presentations. 
Therefore, I would like to point out that the texts reflect what was said in 20-25 minutes 
of video recordings and are subject to a certain time limit.

As you will see while reading the book, the participants are very distinguished experts with 
very important arguments in their fields. In order to introduce them properly to the readers, 
we have included each author’s resume before the speech. In addition, for the readers who 
may want to watch the presentations online, we have added the announcements with 
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photographs of the authors as well as a YouTube link to their presentations. We present 
the images used in some of the presentations together with the text, if it is referred in 
the text of the presentation; you need to go to the online presentations for other visuals.

As the editor of the book, I would like to thank the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung Association 
(FES), which undertakes the costs of both the virtual conference series and the publication 
of the book, and especially FES Ankara Project Manager, Dr. Pınar ECEVİTOĞLU who 
contributed sincerely to our projects and provided full support,

to Mr. Atakan KARAKIŞ who prepared the subtitles for the broadcast of the online 
conferences and provided the draft Turkish translation of the English texts in the book,

to Ms. Tuğçe KILINÇ, who carefully translated some of the Turkish texts in the book,

to Mr. Canberk GÜRER, who created the visuals which we included in the book instead 
of the mere photograps of the authors, which has also made an important contribution to 
the announcement of virtual conferences on social media channels that leads to reaching 
a high rate of viewing,

to Mr. Eren GÜVENDİK, who edited the video recordings thoroughly, as almost all of 
them were recorded in non-professional environments by the participants themselves and 
therefore required extensive work to be viewed smoothly,

to Mr. Barış YÜKSEL, who meticulously made the typesetting of this book, as in many 
of our previous publications, and to ÖZTÜRK Publishing, who carefully printed it,

to all the Authors who accepted our invitation under the extraordinary conditions 
created by the COVID-19 pandemic, contributed to TARGET Virtual Conferences in 
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FOREWORD
Cemal TALUĞ*

This book is based on the Agricultural and Food Ethics Association (TARGET)’s Virtual 
Conferences in the Days of Corona, a program organized when the pandemic emerged and 
started to spread rapidly in Turkey. It then had been planned that the conferences would 
start at a point when the pandemic was at its highest and be completed when it was about 
to end. However, the pandemic did not end when the series aimed at “attempting to assess 
the developments going on within the field of agriculture and food in the days of Corona, 
and making an intellectual contribution to the projections about the future of the system” 
were completed. Unfortunately, even while this paper is being written, the pandemic does 
not seem to be close to dying out either in the world or in Turkey. The extensive and 
expansive nature of the pandemic, on the other hand, proves that the decision to maintain 
a balanced national and international participation to the conferences was to the point.

Having already become the most widespread and longest pandemic of the world history, 
COVID-19 fuels deep fear among people with numerous cases and deaths on one hand 
and reveals the fragility and weakness of the socioeconomic system the humanity has 
created on the other. It sheds light on the values that we have ignored or destroyed.

As the most effective precaution against the pandemic, movement restrictions have brought 
along an economic shrinkage and deepened the existing inequalities. As the General 
Secretary of the UN, Mr. Gutteres also stated, this pandemic has revealed the “fallacies 
and falsehoods everywhere”. It is now crystal clear that the values we have not adequately 
fostered are critical not only for the tough times we are going through but also the future 
and existence of the humanity.

In this piece of writing, I would like to touch briefly upon the three of the lessons this 
pandemic has taught us. Firstly, it has shown us the inconceivable human destruction 
of nature but it also taught us that the nature can forgive us if we reorganize the human 
activities in a nature-friendly manner. We have understood that we can never fully conquer 
the nature and the steps we take to that end would mean cutting our own throats.

Secondly, the pandemic has let us clearly realize and understand the value of science and 
truth. As the pandemic continued to put heavier burdens on the shoulders of people, they 
have begun to consider science and research as the only source of hope for the demise of 
the pandemic. They have turned and are still turning to scientific and research institutions 
for good news about the course of the pandemic. All the same, the global capital still spares 
no effort to commercialize and control the scientific area with the unquenchable urge to 
maximize profits. On the other hand, we have seen that the politicians can go beyond 
themselves in twisting the truth just for the sake of maintaining and strengthening their 
authority. The humanity will not be able to achieve a bright future as long as they do not 
protect the science and truth.

**Prof. Dr.; President of the Agricultural and Food Ethics Association (TARGET); cemaltalug@gmail.com
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Thirdly, the pandemic offered us an insight into the fragility of the global, national 
and local agriculture and food systems as well as the systems of healthcare, education, 
transportation and so on, and it gave us the opportunity to question it all. We have come 
to realize the value of a global agriculture and food system that is based on justice, solidarity 
and respect for nature and labor; and we have begun to understand that food should not 
be used as a tool for exerting repression or authority. It has also become clear that the 
national sovereignty will always be under threat unless food security and food sovereignty 
are observed. Within this context, the importance of public centered policy approaches, 
and rational and scientific planning of agricultural production has become more evident. 
The issues of agriculture and food have become the center of interest on the local level, 
too. People have begun to pay more attention to the responsibilities of city-dwellers and 
local administrations for supporting local production and revitalizing rural areas.

Before moving on with the introduction of the presentations in this book, I would like 
to emphasize the relationship between agriculture and ethics from a farmer-oriented 
perspective. Agriculture is transforming living materials into plant and animal products 
through natural processes, ecosystem services and farmer care. In agricultural terms, plants 
and animals are not only the goal and output of the production process, but also the 
means for it.

Agriculture is a real production activity that is trusted to the farmers by the society. 
However, farmers are not the sole responsible party in the field of agriculture. Citizens, 
consumers, civil society and the public also have responsibilities pertaining to agriculture. 
The main reason to this is the fact that agriculture is a value that was collectively created by 
the humankind and is key to public health insofar as it functions as an interface between 
the human and the nature. The interaction between agriculture and welfare of the nature 
is one of the intersection points of agriculture and ethics.

Humankind had existed on this beautiful planet long before agricultural practices came 
along. Now, however, it is impossible for people to live on the Earth without agriculture. 
COVID-19 has shown us the worth of agriculture and food systems and the importance 
of farmers. For a healthy, happy and independent society, it is essential that farmers be 
embraced and supported.

Of the papers presented during the virtual conferences, mine comprises the points I 
addressed above. Leaving that one out, I will now try to summarize the presentations of 
our 12 distinguished colleagues and to explain how the conference series, ergo, this book, 
provide an in-depth analysis of the reasonable concerns and certain issues regarding the 
agriculture and food system in the days of Corona. Authors’ approaches towards these 
concerns and issues are based on ethical assessment and justification in a way that would 
propose a methodology in the field of agricultural and food ethics and I believe this is the 
most important contribution this book would make to the discipline. I believe it is crucial 
that this kind of an assessment and analysis method is adopted widely in agriculture and 
food ethics. I am sure the readers will also realize the extent of ethical rigor through the 
papers.

In her presentation, Hilal Elver explains how COVID-19 has revealed that the existing 
agriculture and food system, which is integrated with the global economic order and free 
market economy, deepens the inequalities and tends to overlook human rights. She points 
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out that the existing system renders countries dependent on external resources, puts too 
much stress on nature, turns small-scale farmers into agricultural laborers, and imposes 
medieval living and working conditions on agricultural laborers. Within this framework, 
she also calls attention to the human rights violations resulting from land grabbing. For 
the period that would follow the COVID-19 pandemic, she emphasizes the need for a new 
egalitarian, fair, transparent, and participative agriculture and food system that respects 
human rights and environment, and safeguard the people who are having difficulties. 
Accordingly, she accentuates the importance of protecting agricultural soils, improving 
the living and working conditions of agricultural laborers, bringing young people into 
agricultural activities, empowering women farmers, supporting agroecological farming, 
and attaching priority to local production and consumption. Elver suggests that fair, 
balanced, and sharing approaches be preferred to overconsumption. She deems leading 
an eco- and climate-conscious life crucial for a bright future.

In her paper that highlights the similarities between the COVID-19 pandemic and other 
disasters that changed the course of history, and addresses the changes these occurrences 
brought about in the attitudes of the society, Neyyire Yasemin Yalım provides an ethical 
analysis of the process. She particularly assesses the precautions taken during the pandemic 
from an ethical perspective, investigating upon what kind of information such decisions 
should be based on and what methods should be used in the decision-making process 
in order to ensure that the right decisions are taken. Yalım emphasized the fact that it is 
the administrative bodies that carry the burden of making such decisions in tough times 
and that they should bank on scientific information, critical thinking, prudence and 
ethical knowledge in order to arrive at rational, conscientious and effective decisions. She 
draws attention to the importance of accountability and its essential components such as 
transparency, sharing accurate information and making valid assessments in this period 
when exceptional authority and enforcements are in question. Within this context, Yalım 
asserts that the duty of the universities, media, NGOs and other influential agents in the 
society is to monitor the process, provide support or criticize when needed and make it 
all go down in history.

In his presentation, Mustafa Koç explains that we are now confronting a double crisis 
that tests the sustainability of both global capitalism and food system, and asserts that we 
need to see into the internal contradictions and structural and institutional conundrums 
of the modern capitalist societies while looking for the source of the crisis today. He 
points out that the neoliberal policies that have been dominating the world since 1980s 
have led to the dismissal of the concepts of social state and public interest, and hand the 
producers and consumers over a brutal market economy. He also emphasizes that most of 
the countries have spent their resources which would otherwise be utilized for the combat 
against this crisis on unnecessary luxury, unsustainable dead investments and never-ending 
wars. He underlines that although the virus poses a health threat to everyone; it is the 
poor, vulnerable and those with no options that it impacts the most. Koç explains that 
one third of the food in the world is being wasted while millions of people are suffering 
from hunger and that the dominant agricultural and food system creates a multifaceted 
economy of extravagance that carries no responsibilities towards the society and nature. 
He draws attention to the importance of the internalization of social values by the masses 
and resistance against neoliberal individualism in achieving a structural transformation.
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Petek Ataman points out the fact that the COVID-19 pandemic clearly showed us the 
global food system that is not solidarist or fair and the national food policies that are based 
upon importation are fragile in terms of “food security”. Adding that the pandemic created 
an opportunity to question the existing food systems and policies, and to take necessary 
lessons, Ataman also addresses food safety in her presentation at length; reminds us that it 
is not possible to achieve zero-risk in this field and emphasizes the importance of managing 
the risks and keeping them on an acceptable level. She asserts that, in order to access safe 
food, it is important that the consumers behave attentively and consciously on a personal 
level. However, she puts a bigger emphasis on the need for public authorities to carry out 
their duties properly in inspecting food safety, sharing the outcomes of the inspections 
with the public and educating consumers. She calls attention to the information pollution 
which we are frequently exposed to during the pandemic and offers certain illuminating 
warnings in this regard.

Richard Falk describes the COVID-19 pandemic as the first bio-ethical crisis that the 
humanity has ever faced and accentuates the fact that the wealthy countries are failing 
to lend a helping hand either to their own citizens or to other countries in need despite 
holding sufficient information and resources in their hands. He explains that the pandemic 
affects the poor and the racially, ethnically and religiously disadvantaged more seriously. 
Falk points out that this is the picture created by the ethically unacceptable and twisted 
understanding of modern capitalism that leaves the position of the individuals in life to 
the mercy of the market and embraces the idea that “the rich deserves the wealth while the 
poor deserves the poverty”. He suggests that the efforts to transform the existing global 
order that hands the wellbeing of the humanity and nature over to the interests of a bunch 
of people should be expended in a bottom-up manner, irrespective of the challenges and 
resistance that may be faced and that the hopes in this regards should never be lost.

In his presentation, Bart Gremmen describes agriculture as the most crucial human 
activity and refers to it as the interface between the outside world in the nature and the 
inside world within the individuals. Gremmen asserts that the COVID-19 crisis unveiled 
the technical and economic weaknesses of the European agricultural system, as well as its 
immoral facets; and he utilizes the term “care ethics” as a diagnostic tool to examine the 
moral effects of this crisis on the agricultural system. The needs of plants and animals, 
which are both the goal and the output of the agricultural production, - i.e. water, food, 
healthcare, shelter, safety and welfare – are met by the farmers. Due to the inherent nature 
of the agriculture, however, it is not only the farmers but also the citizens, consumers, civil 
society, institutions and governments who need to pay effort and take on responsibility 
for agricultural production. We take care of the plants and animals during the production 
processes; however, it is the plants and animals that “take care” of us, indeed. 

Geoff Tansey argues that our astonishingly beautiful and admirably diverse planet now 
faces a situation in which the global becomes local and the local becomes global gradually 
and he adds that the COVID-19 pandemic, which broke out at one point in the world and 
reached a global extent affecting everyone in one way, has clearly revealed this fact. He points 
out that the United Kingdom has the highest death toll among all European countries 
although a serious study was conducted in 2016 showing the necessary precautions to be 
taken for a possible pandemic and there was enough time to prepare for such a disaster 
and he adds that one reason that contributed to this outcome is the complacency and 
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baseless confidence created in the British society by the past glories. Although the virus 
can be transmitted to anyone; in an unfair world, both the disease and the precautions 
taken against it mostly affect the poorest, immigrants, different ethnic communities and 
other disadvantaged groups, making the existing inequalities more apparent. Referring to 
a report prepared by the London-based Food Ethics Council on “food justice”, he explains 
that this concept has three main elements: fair share, fair play and fair say.

Globalization gradually erodes all kinds of diversity and imposes upon us a uniform lifestyle 
in which everything looks alike everywhere. Within this context, local and traditional foods 
tend to disappear, giving way to the foods that are similar to those present all around the 
world. Sharing his concerns over this transformation which is perfectly compatible with the 
interests of global capital, Mustafa Evren points out in his presentation the importance of 
revitalizing local and traditional foods in economic, social and cultural terms as well as with 
regards to the protection of nature. His presentation focuses upon the things to be done 
in the process of revitalizing local and traditional foods; particularly, utilizing geographical 
indication, extending shelf lives and strengthening food safety. Evren expresses the fact 
that traditional foods stand out as an alternative that would create novel opportunities 
for the society to access safe food during the COVID-19 pandemic in which everyone is 
concerned about food security.

In his presentation which explains that it is completely wrong to consider agriculture, 
which is an issue that is related to the life itself and the future, as the “problem of the 
rural areas”, Erdem Ak emphasizes the issues of the income and organization of farmers. 
He paints a full and realistic picture of Turkish agriculture in the pre-pandemic period 
and provides a comprehensive analysis of the impact of the pandemic on this picture. 
He points out the fact that, although the agriculture and food system has recently been 
under the spotlight, existing structural problems and the solutions suggested still cannot 
catch enough attention from relevant parties. For the period following the COVID-19 
pandemic, Ak reminds us the famous lines of Mevlana: “All gone, / with the day / Whatever 
related to yesterday / Now Dear, new things / it is time to say…” and stresses the fact that 
the farmers, society and nature will keep on losing unless the structure of the agriculture 
and food system is transformed as needed. 

Comparing cities to living organisms and creating metaphorical similarities between the 
development of cities and the metabolism of living beings, Harriet Friedmann suggests 
an alternative perspective on historical developments in her presentation that unveils the 
relationship between the formation of cities and the agriculture and food system, focusing 
on the cities of London, Manchester, and Chicago. Besides pointing to the creation and 
formation of London through sugar, Manchester through cotton and Chicago through 
wheat and meat; Friedmann also provides a stimulating perspective about how these 
developments changed the course of history in geographies quite far away from these cities. 
Having developed in their own distinct ways, she adds, these three global cities have certain 
common points in their evolution processes: destruction of cultural diversity, the tragedy 
of people who were expulsed from their lands, the values lost in the geographies that were 
transformed, exploitation of human labor and reconstructed institutions and systems. 
Friedmann paints a promising picture for the future by asserting that the COVID-19 
pandemic, despite all the difficulties it has brought along, has opened up an opportunity 
to put positive changes into practice in the agriculture and food system – the transforming 
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power of the history – and that a conscious evolution of cities in harmony with nature 
is possible. 

Molly Anderson emphasizes in her paper that the COVID-19 pandemic will play an 
important role in the transformation of food systems and that this kind of a transformation 
is essential and inevitable. She firstly explains why this transformation is necessary, 
documenting how the existing agriculture and food systems affect human health adversely, 
lead to cultural inequalities, and seriously threaten our fragile planet. Then, she accentuates 
that all the relevant parties accept the unsustainability of the existing agriculture and food 
systems and almost all of them have recommendations on how and in what direction 
this transformation should take place. However, she adds, these recommendations are 
formulated to achieve different outcomes and they should all be evaluated according to 
their abilities to meet the criteria of ensuring a sustainable and fair food system. After 
putting forward the indispensable ingredients of such a system, Anderson evaluates the 
eight approaches on which the proponents of change mostly focus, according to these 
criteria. She asserts that all these approaches carry, to a certain extent, a potential to 
transform the global food system but that it is only possible to change the system if the 
power relations in food systems are fully understood and if we can change what people 
believe in and what they are willing to fight for. At this point, she competently explains 
that the COVID-19 pandemic has brought us to a decision point and stimulated a real 
transformation, even if with small steps.

In his presentation, Carl Walter Matthias Kaiser shares his criticisms about in the 
EAT-Lancet Report in which the global benchmarks proposed by various international 
institutions for the food systems in the post-pandemic period was evaluated and calls 
attention to the method and value issues in this kind of studies. According to Kaiser, the 
fact that the scientific studies and researches regarding the food sector are conducted within 
the strict boundaries of academic disciplines renders them inefficient at revealing the truths 
and suggesting practicable solutions. As a solution to this problem, he proposes resorting to 
academic “transdisciplinarity” as a research strategy. Stating that leaning too much on the 
approaches and miraculous promises of the powerful actors in the food sector constitutes 
an impediment to the efforts of comprehending and overcoming the problems, Kaiser puts 
a special emphasis upon the power relations in this field, just like Molly Anderson does. 
Within this framework, he accentuates that the EAT-Lancet Report is a study prepared 
with good intentions and it contains some good ideas; however, it is culturally biased, 
scientifically shallow, inadequate at analyzing the problems, unrealistic in the solutions it 
suggests; and in summary, it is a text that cannot properly address the “wicked problems” 
in the field. He underscores the fact that, in the post-pandemic period, focusing merely 
on the economic and ecological values would not suffice in understanding the problems 
of the food systems and being able to suggest effective solutions and that the ethical values 
should be added to the formulation. He underlines the need for an open, interactive and 
multi-layered dialogue that would include all the stakeholders in the system.

I would like to extend my sincere gratitude to our local and foreign friends who gave 
presentations in the Agricultural and Food Ethics Association’s (TARGET) Virtual 
Conferences in the Days of Corona using their own technological facilities and receiving 
no financial gain. As the president of the Agricultural and Food Ethics Association 
(TARGET), I also want to thank Friederich Ebert Stiftung for providing full support to 
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the online conference project and publishing of the texts in this book. I thank everyone 
involved in the process of making the program accessible for you both in digital and 
printed forms. 

I hope that we can build a fair, solidarist and sharing agriculture and food system which 
is based on the welfare of the society and nature, and that this work makes an effective 
contribution to this process like other endeavors of the Agricultural and Food Ethics 
Association (TARGET). 
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RIGHT TO FOOD IN THE DAYS OF 
COVID-19
Hilal ELVER* 

When COVID 19 pandemic started spreading around the world, immediate health 
problems were the first thing to worry about because of the uncertainties, fears and 
inefficiencies of health services.  Now, in the aftermath of the first stage of the COVID 
crisis, we recognize the impacts of the disease on economic crises, joblessness, hunger, as 
well as myriad problems within the food and agriculture sector. 

When COVID-19 hit developed countries in the West as a result of disrupted food value 
chains, we saw on TV empty shelves in supermarkets, and rotten vegetables and fruits 
piling up in farmlands. These were the early signs of upcoming food crises.  

More serious then these generalized concerns are the findings of a report of the World Food 
Program that was released in April 2020. The report dealt with impact of COVID-19 on 
extreme hunger on countries. Most of those affected countries were in Sub Saharan Africa 
and the Middle East, regions that have already living at the edge of extreme hunger due 
to wars and long-term droughts. 

According to the data in this report, 132 million were living under severe threats of famine 
before COVID-19. As a result of COVID-19, the report predicts that this figure will be 
doubled, putting 264 million people at risk.  

In an article published recently in the Lancet Global Health Journal, UN Child Fund 
predicts that because of Corona related malnutrition, that in next 6 months an additional 
1,200,000 children under age of 5, or 6,000 per day will die. 

According the research conducted by the UN University, the impact of the pandemic on 
the global economy would bring at least half a billion additional people into poverty, in 
other words the poverty level would rise to include 8% of the total world population. Since 
1990 there had not been an increase in poverty until COVID-19 came along. 

We already have experienced one quarter of the 21st century, and yet more than 820 million 
people goes to bed hungry every night. Because of COVID-19, extreme hunger will affect 
an additional 265 million. At the same time, worldwide agricultural systems produce 
almost twice as much food as needed to feed the entire world population.      

Accentuating this sobering reality is the disturbing realization that the human right to food 
and nutrition is one of the most violated human rights in the world, in part reflecting 
the inability to connect food and nutrition insecurity with violations of the right to food. 

* Prof. Dr.; Faculty at the University of California (UCLA), USA; 2014-2020 UN Special Rapporteur on 
Right to Food. elver@ucsb.edu
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One of the reasons for this disconnect is the failure to place right to food on the global 
policy agenda ever since the UN adopted Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. 
States did not take seriously the obligation to implement the right to food, claiming that 
the content of the right is not clearly enough understood to posses operational significance. 

In many countries, especially in the West, the right to food is still considered part of that 
second class of rights that is subordinated to civil and political rights.  For the United 
States, the right to food is not even considered as forming part of the human rights 
sphere, but remains a national policy issue free from international legal constraints. Hunger 
and malnutrition are considered to be aspect of food insecurity that should be primarily 
addressed through food banks, basically a charity work, instead of being treated as imposing 
obligations on States and a legal entitlement for citizens that includes “accountability” of 
States in the event of failure of actions taken or responsibility for inaction. 

Reverting to discussions of the state responsibility for the right to food and nutrition during 
COVID-19, there are several points to be made. First of all, we have no presently reliable 
idea about how long the pandemic will last or what kind of disasters and emergencies 
might occur during the pandemic in places like Sub-Saharan Africa and Least Developed 
Countries (LDC). We can only imagine the magnitude of adverse impacts of COVID-19 
in such already challenged parts of the world. 

Secondly, we have reason to be concerned about the impact of pandemic on next harvest 
season or seasons, or if there will be another natural disaster or conflict occurring in these 
places during the COVID-19, and if this happens the impacts of the pandemic would 
be increased. 

So far, the virus has spread very fast. We have little idea whether the virus will inflict heavy 
damage on the agricultural sector in the countries that have already been fighting against 
hunger, or in China or India where one-third of the world population lives. So far, the 
virus only affected 3% of the population in these countries. 

Given this degree of uncertainty, I believe it is important to revisit our past experiences, 
missed opportunities, and mistakes of the food systems. Our perspective should proceed 
from the view that “food and adequate nutrition rights” deserve to be regarded as one of 
the most fundamental human rights.

Unfortunately, everywhere, including Turkey, human rights based approach to agriculture 
and food systems has been undermined because of the strong influence of the free market 
oriented global economic order. As well, we are experiencing health crises that makes 
everything more difficult. In such a time, how is it possible for States to protect the rights 
of its citizens against third parties, against rights violations, and more importantly, in such 
an emergency, how should States actively protect access to food for its citizens.  

However, when these difficult days are over, as likely to happen everywhere, and also here 
in Turkey, policy discussions concerning industrial agriculture could disappear from the 
agenda. Industrial agriculture makes most countries dependent on food imports, pollutes 
the environment and destroys ecosystems by (mis)using toxic chemicals. There are also 
other concerns, including the (mis)use of soil and the exhaustion of natural resources 
without thinking about the wellbeing of future generations; transforming small holder 
farmers into poorly paid farm workers vulnerable to displacement by migrant workers 
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and automated technological innovations, which have the overall effect on once again 
subjugating farmworkers in ways analogous to medieval system of feudalism. 

The reason for these concerns is that today’s industrial agriculture and food systems, 
although taking note of some small differences, have spread their operations to the entire 
world by deliberate design as compared to the spontaneous global spread of COVID-19. 
This current global agricultural sector operates under the control of a very few multinational 
companies. 

These corporate giants, without hesitation affirm this arrangement as efficient and 
productive. Their representatives and supportive government act vigorously to protect 
and defend this system, often invoking the motto of “we feed the world,” as if they were 
custodians of world food systems.

The food panic during the first months of COVID-19, helped to call attention of food 
experts to the ongoing problems of food systems. The search for a new world order was 
articulated by the slogan: “Nothing will be the same after COVID-19”. This also implicitly 
recognizes the strong need for the transformation of current food systems. 

At this point, responsibility of food ethics thinkers is to search for a new, just, and 
sustainable agriculture and food systems that respect human rights and environment, 
prioritize the need of vulnerable peoples, and treats equals equally, without discrimination 
and with transparency, inclusive of every segment of society to participate in decision 
making processes, from central to local and open to everyone, and having in place a 
functioning justice system with authority to respond violations of rights bearing on food 
security. 

The concrete steps to reach such a system under these principles can be set forth: 

We begin with the short-term policy measures that could mitigate the increased economic 
and social inequalities experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

1.	 First, States should protect peoples beyond the existing social security programs, 
to respond job losses, to help already economically struggling rural communities, 
prioritize small holder farmers and producers, to reach out elderly people who 
live alone, as well as single household women and children; 

2.	 Secondly, in order to ease access to local markets States should protect and 
monitor market places, especially make sure that people are able to find affordable 
vegetables and fruits available for daily consumption, as well as monitor prices 
and quality. 

3.	 Thirdly, the quality and quantity of the food delivered by States to social 
protection institutions such as schools, hospitals, prisons, and nursing homes 
should be delivered without interruption or reduction, and constantly monitored.  

In order to solve long-term, structural problems States should provide:

1. 	 Existing agricultural land should be set aside for small holder farmers; to find 
land for landless farmers, uncultivated lands should be made available, as well as 
incentivizes in way that encourage inputs for production.  



124

vırtual conferences in the days of corona

2. 	 There should be progress toward equal and just payment system for farm workers, 
control the quality of working and living conditions, and the protection and 
minimized abuse of undocumented/unregistered workers.

3. 	 Steps should be taken to offer various incentives for youth and women to enter 
agriculture and food sector as entrepreneur;

4. 	 Support and promote sustainable agriculture, especially agroecology and organic 
farming to enable competition with industrial agriculture; 

5. 	 To end the hegemony of the big industrial companies over local agriculture and 
its producers;

6. 	 Support self sufficiency, especially prioritize the production of strategic goods and 
making the necessary adjustments to rely less on export oriented agriculture that 
forces reliance and dependency on agricultural imports  to meet essential food 
needs;

7. 	 Excessive production oriented policies should be avoided, instead prioritize 
quality. 

8. 	 To avoid excessive sugar, salt and saturated fat products, rather prioritize high 
nutritious value food production, and monitor dangerous food advertisements 
to protect children and youth.   

It should not be forgotten that while human rights based and ethical oriented policies 
are presented, alternative policy models will be introduced that exaggerate food crises 
and prioritize greater production, promote sales and global long value chains, accelerate 
industrial agriculture by claiming that its methods are economically viable and scientifically 
proven, and superior to alternative for meeting systemic needs. 

Unfortunately, such policy recommendations were put forward during the 2007-8 world 
economic crises, which experienced escalating food prices crises especially in developing 
and least developed countries that depend on food imports. Turkey was not directly 
affected by this crisis, but other countries in the Middle East, especially those suffering 
from political problems were adversely affected by supply shortages that led to rapid price 
rises. Turkey felt indirect impacts from this crisis. In the aftermath of this crisis, especially 
oil rich but natural resources poor countries adopted exaggerated production models. 
Leading food-producing corporations were attacked for gaining control ownership of 
uncultivated agricultural lands in developing countries. As a further result of this land 
rush was that many local peoples lost their lands, their livelihood and had their human 
rights violated. 

Today, developed countries that are neatly tied to globalization, such as those in Western 
Europe and the US were the first to be deeply impacted by COVID-19. This pandemic 
exposed us to a dangerous side of globalization that we had not previously experienced.  
At the same time, it is an important experience to make us aware of how vulnerable and 
dangerous it can be to rely on global value chain for vital food supplies.    

For instance, some of the most prominent food producers, including Italy, Spain, and 
France experienced major economic losses because of border closings, and quarantines. 
These producer economies were not able to find enough farm workers to collect high 
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quality products, leaving strawberries and asparagus left to rot on the land. While producers 
lost their market, consumers were not able to find such high quality specialty foods. 

More serious examples occurred in the meat and dairy industries in the US where 
slaughterhouses and packaging factories are under the control of a few corporations. Four 
companies are controlling more than 80% of America’s meat market. In such workplaces, 
“social distancing” is impossible and assembly lines exposed workers non-stop for hours 
to the virus. Workers started becoming ill and dying because of the disease, and factories 
had to closed.  

However, after a short while, the White House declared that meat factories are ‘essential 
businesses’ and had to be open. These workers have been working under difficult 
conditions, long hours, mostly without health insurance. In order to have a COVID test 
they would need to spend 2-3 days of their daily earnings. Such workers were mostly from 
minorities, and often undocumented. Unfortunately, they are required to continue to work 
under these unsafe conditions. 

So far the developed countries that follow export oriented agricultural policies, especially 
the US and Western European states, rely on foreign workers, most of whom are immigrants 
or refugees. These workers are preferred because their low wages and social protection help 
to maintain the quality production market, both supplies and competitive prices. But to 
achieve such results they undermine the wellbeing of the workers, resulting in difficult 
living and working conditions.  

According to ILO data, among the 2 billion worldwide unregistered workers, 1,6 billion 
of them lost their jobs because of COVID-19.  Most of these workers wherever located 
in the world, especially those in developing countries, live paycheck to paycheck, feeding 
themselves by spending their daily earnings.   

In India only in one night as a result of the lockdown, half the agricultural work force of 
the country lost their jobs. In Africa 65% of the population live in crowded shanty-towns. 
They cannot implement “social distancing.” Typically, every morning they wake up and go 
to work, and feed themselves as best they can by spending what they earned daily. 

The COVID-19 crisis made us more aware of the difficult working and living conditions 
of agriculture and food workers. During the corona days we came to realize that the right 
to food and right to have decent work, both important rights could be in conflicted with 
one another. 

One of the negative impacts of the broken food value chain is cause imbalances between 
supply and demand. Producers lost their market when schools, factories, and working 
places closed because of the pandemic, and they had to dispose of tons of eggs and milk 
as garbage, while thousands of unemployed people are denied access to healthy foods at 
prices they can afford. Hungry people lined up for miles, waiting hours, in front of food 
banks in order to feed themselves and their families. 

On one hand, animals are killed, milks and eggs thrown away, rotten vegetables left on 
land, on the other hand, hungry people are not able to have access to food.  This is the 
sobering lesson that COVID-19 taught us about modern industrial agriculture’s global 
value chain. 
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The problem of livestock industries is common in many developed countries. Some of 
them have already reduced domestic production, instead they import meat from outside. 
Turkey is one of them. They have to choose between paying more for imported meat, or 
not buy at all. 

As a result of huge unemployment in COVID-19 days, the demand on food banks 
increased dramatically. Nevertheless, in the US, 40% of the food banks are closed because 
there were not enough people available as volunteers to handle the distribution of the food. 
At the same time because of overstocking by supermarkets, there is often not enough food 
to send food banks.  

Similarly, big food exporters tend to keep stocks at levels sufficient for internal consumption, 
despite the opposite assessment suggested by FAO. Even though there is more than enough 
stock in staple foods such as wheat, corn, rise, animal feed and oil, if the exporter countries 
limit their sales, there will be price increases because of export limitations that result in 
shrinking supplies for markets.

Despite the fact that there is more food available, there will be price increases. We observe 
similar patterns in Turkey. Global prices are falling, but local prices are increasing. As a 
result, to summarize: “there is more than enough food, but not in the right places.”   

Poor countries will feel this crisis more deeply than others because of structural problems 
in the world economy.  Increased food prices, and worsening exchange rates in many 
countries, especially places that import more than they export. This situation is further 
aggravated if food stocks are limited.  As a result, overall food security will deteriorate.     

This is another reality that COVID-19 exposed: The first principle that we learn, 
the quantity of food production is not as important as is just, equitable and balanced 
distribution and consumption. Dealing only with economic principles and establishing a 
food system that is based on supply and demand, does not bring exhibit a food security 
system that is respectful of human rights. 

COVID-19 also taught us some good things, such as opening up local production to local 
consumption. In developing countries, the contribution of local production to food stocks 
is in the range of 70%-80%. Market share of local food reaches to 90% in some African 
countries with respect to fresh fruit and vegetables consumption. Local agriculture has an 
important role to play in developing countries. 

Even in developed countries many consumers prefer local and small producers, and are 
increasingly supportive of short food value chains from farm to table. As happens in Turkey, 
the importance of local markets, where local agriculture was disappearing because of the 
supermarketization of food systems. The COVID-19 revitalized their local agriculture. 
We hope that this trend will continue after COVID-19 subsides.  

COVID-19 not only brought local agriculture back, but also changed our eating habits, 
giving greater emphasis to healthy food. City dwellers began consuming increased amounts 
of fruits and vegetables. Similarly, many people in cities had almost forgotten about 
cooking at home because they bought frozen foods at supermarkets. COVID-19 took 
many people happily back to their earlier home cooking days. 
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We learned that COVID-19 has morbid effects on people who have underlying conditions 
like non-communicable diseases or weakened immunity systems. 49% of the people 
hospitalized because of COVID-19 have an underlying condition. Among them, 48% 
suffer from obesity, 28% suffer from diabetes. Most of these diseases or conditions are 
connected with some kind of eating disorder, or having an imbalanced, unhealthy diet.  

One other result is that during the COVID-19 health crisis many of us returned to a 
“mandatory environmentally sensitive and climate friendly” life style. As of today, air 
pollution, and GHG emissions that is the major reason of climate change globally is at its 
lowest levels as compared to recent years.  Again, if we exclude the food waste and losses 
of the big industrial companies, consumers’ food waste has achieved record level lows. 

Can we continue such healthier life styles after COVID-19 leaves us? This is a debated 
question and our responses are necessarily speculative.

In sum, post COVID-19 pandemic offers us an opportunity to build on our positive 
experiences and develop a new order. To do this we must, first of all, recognize and avoid 
past mistakes relating to food and agriculture policies, and do our best to remember and 
apply the lessons learned during this difficult time. We should correct our own mistakes, and 
learn from other countries’ bad experiences, while focusing on good practices. Underlying 
this turn toward the future will be a more serious effort to respect and implement human 
rights as they bear on food policy and security, including aiming for more harmonious 
relations with ecosystems found in our own particular geographies, and at the same time 
protect our rich traditional agriculture and food cultures. We should start working in an 
inclusive manner that embraces all, based on free discussion, and cooperating with all 
actors and groups to reach just, equitable and sustainable food systems. We should also, as 
appropriate, develop stronger cooperative arrangements to enable sustainable and creative 
uses of the food dimensions of the regional and global commons.
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REFLECTIONS ON THE EFFECTS 
OF COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON 
AGRICULTURE AND FOOD SYSTEM
Cemal TALUĞ*

I would like to briefly share what I have learned from the experiences with regard to the 
agriculture and food system during the COVID-19 pandemic and my thoughts on the 
future of the system. While doing that, I will try to focus on human values and include 
certain examples from all the global, national and local levels of the system.

COVID-19 virus, which was first identified in People’s Republic of China just a week 
before the New Year’s Day and started to spread rapidly, turned into a global pandemic 
that somehow affected all the countries in the world within a course of two to three 
months. Now, when we are in the middle of May, 2020; a great uncertainty over when 
and how the pandemic is to be brought under control still persists although we receive 
some promising news from a few countries.

I would like to emphasize the distinct feature of COVID-19 which makes it stand out 
from other similar pandemics in the history. For example, in Ebola epidemic, while the 
case fatality rate was too high and African countries went through hard times, the western 
world was not affected by the epidemic at all. In contrast, COVID-19 has made and is still 
making the biggest destruction on the developed countries pioneering the globalization 
process such as England, Italy, Spain, France and the United States of America, rather 
than the underdeveloped southern countries. 

We cannot unsee the connection between the level of globalization achieved in the fields 
of trade, finance and tourism and the rapid spread of COVID-19 – primarily to the 
largest cities of rich countries which are the attractions centers of the global order. It 
seems like even COVID-19 has kept up with the trend of globalization. Taking this fact 
into consideration, I believe, it would be appropriate to examine (reflect on) the effects 
of the pandemic on agriculture and food system primarily through its implications on 
the global level.

It has been seen that the fear and uncertainty brought about by the pandemic resulted 
in “extraordinary” shopping behavior in people manifesting itself in panic-buying and 
hoarding food at home. Curiously enough, national states behaved in a similar way 
as people do. At first, they turned to their homeland and checked food supplies and 
food stocks. Following that, we witnessed (a) restrictions on exportation in order to 
consolidate food stocks and (b) public intervention and protectionist measures in order 
to support national food supply and prevent disruption of food supply chains. The 

*Prof. Dr.; President of the Agricultural and Food Ethics Association (TARGET); cemaltalug@gmail.com
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restrictions, public intervention and protectionism are the “extraordinary” behaviors of 
the global food system.

Then what is normal? The Global Food System, which is shaped by the interests of 
international capital under the hegemony of a few transnational conglomerates, is entirely 
built upon free-market values. The Global Food System is deepening the inequalities, 
commercializing and controlling agricultural information, and trying to wipe family 
farming off the history while smoothing the way for industrial agriculture.

For the sustainment of the industrial agriculture imposed by this system, cheap labor is 
indispensable and exploitation of nature is inevitable. In the last twenty to thirty years 
that witnessed the rise of industrial agriculture, (a) natural resources have been atrociously 
destroyed, (b) biodiversity has rapidly decreased and (c) the share of agriculture in 
carbon emission has exceeded 20%.

Repudiating all national borders, COVID-19 seems to tell all the people, “you are 
a part of the nature like us, you all live under a single roof and carry similar biological 
characteristics, so why would you defy nature? Why would you fight among yourselves?”

We should fight against both COVID-19 and the climate change which has no borders 
like COVID-19 itself and also threatens the entire humanity rather than the individuals 
one by one. The only way this fight can produce a result is by thinking globally and 
putting up a global fight. This fact reveals our need for globalization. But the globalization 
indicated here is a lot different from that of our era. It is a globalization based on solidarity 
and fair sharing.

Let me put this in a bolder and more comprehensive way. The time of Corona brings 
the fact out into the open that in this blue planet and under this sky that belongs to 
all of us, now we have to create a new understanding of globalization that is based on 
solidarity, sharing, and respect for human rights and nature.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, we have witnessed the emergence of some promising 
phenomena, too. The most prominent one is, I believe, the rise of the value of science. 
Today, the humanity has turned its gaze upon the laboratories, research centers and 
academic institutions all around the world and waiting for the good news about the 
vaccines and treatment methods that would render overcoming COVID-19 possible. 
During these times, scientists are the heroes of mass and social media. It is highly important 
that people turn their face towards the science; it is really valuable.

I am reminded of an extraordinarily beautiful quote on this subject by Atatürk from almost 
a hundred years ago: “Our true mentor in life is science.” Taking this opportunity, 
I would like to commemorate the Great Leader Mustafa Kemal Atatürk with a deep 
gratitude and respect.

After commemorating the leader of our national sovereignty, I will move on with my 
remarks on the national aspect of the agriculture and food system. Turkey had been going 
through a challenging time in agriculture before COVID-19 outbreak, too. There was a 
deepening external dependence of the agricultural inputs and part of the basic agricultural 
products had to be supplied by importation. Producers were incurring higher debts while 
making less money. Consequently, rural areas were abandoned, the youth turned away 
from agriculture and a remarkable part of agricultural land fell out of production.
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Regarding the food demand which is generally known to be inelastic, with COVID-19, 
first came the unusual changes in terms of products and then an overall shrinkage in 
demand. While the demand for long-lasting products (i.e. pulses, potatoes, onions etc.) 
increased, there was a discernable decrease in the demand for perishable products, notably 
fish. With restaurants and cafes closed, weddings suspended, large family or business 
dinner parties cancelled, and, this is particularly important for our country, tourism 
coming to a halt; food demand shrank. Outweighing all of these, the fact that millions of 
people lost their jobs and income has made a negative impact on the food demand and 
it will continue to do so. It is not also surprising to see occasional disruptions and strains 
in the food supply chain.

This is all normal for rough times and will self-balance within the process. The important 
thing here is what the time of Corona has shown us clearly: an import dependent 
understanding of agriculture is not sustainable. That “I have money, I will splash out 
and import” mentality has been confronted by responses like “My food security and 
independency is of top priority and until I guarantee those, your money is no good”.

Within this context, it is of paramount importance that domestic and national 
agriculture, in other words national food security, should be far more than a slogan and 
it should be put into practice properly and with all its requirements, as well as raising 
the awareness of consumers on this subject. 

The special place that the food occupies in our lives and our future which can be seen 
more clearly nowadays renders that the public centered policy approaches and modern 
planning are sine qua non. Turkey needs to create the infrastructure for being able to 
plan a realistic agricultural production rapidly.  First of all, an agricultural census, 
which has not been taken for a long time, needs to be taken and the effects of climate 
change on agriculture should be monitored closely.  Support policies, which have been 
determined on the basis of then-current necessities or political interests so far, should be 
seen as the primary tool in actualizing a production planning and they should be prepared 
and implemented in accordance with medium and long-term goals.

An agricultural country with considerable and rich opportunities and potential like 
Turkey and an incredible product range should no longer be a country that imports part of 
the basic agricultural products – at least wheat, corn, red meat, rice, beans, lentil, sunflower 
and raw materials for animal feed.

I should emphasize that I do not find it right and ethical that a country with considerable 
and rich opportunities and potential like Turkey pays effort to take part in a movement 
that emerged after the financial crisis of 2008 that involved leasing or buying lands in 
poor countries, which is also called land grabbing. The clause in the final declaration of 
the 3rd Agriculture and Forestry Council that projects “the continuation of land leasing in 
foreign countries to encourage strategic production” should be opened up for a national 
multilateral and detailed discussion and be reevaluated.

Information is now the most important production factor in the field of agriculture and 
food as in other fields. Today, when the scientific researches are under the control of 
transnational companies to a large extent and agricultural information is being gradually 
commercialized. Turkey has considerable opportunities and potential in this area, since the 
public institutions of agricultural research have been privatized in most of the developed 
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countries, our country has an extensive and widespread structure of public research and 
lots of qualified public researchers. Likewise, our universities also have a long-standing 
background in the fields of agriculture, food and veterinary medicine; and staff comprising 
a number of scientists with international reputation. However, there are problems that 
should be dealt with which are related to conducting research on real-life problems and 
acquiring the attitude of studying in a multidisciplinary manner. Research-extension-
farmer connection should be strengthened. There is a need for further investment in 
agricultural education and extension services to enable the improvement of human-
resource in rural areas and the access of farmers to information.

I would like to start explaining my take on the local level of the agriculture and food 
system by stating the fact that we have seen the importance of local production and 
local sharing more clearly in the time of Corona. The cities have grown too big. The gap 
between the city and the nature and the gap between the city-dwellers and their food 
have widened in all terms. It is particularly important that the cities meet their need for 
food from immediate surroundings as much as possible during these hard times.   

With our cities having completely different background, culture, opportunity and capacity 
in terms of local production and sharing; it becomes necessary for local administration 
units to lead this process.

I personally notice and highly appreciate the fact that local administration units, 
particularly Metropolitan Municipalities, have learned important lessons and gained 
valuable experiences during the time of Corona. It is possible to group their duties 
regarding agriculture and food under four main categories. (1) To look out for the 
vulnerable groups in the society and meet their need for food, considering it as a human 
right. (2) To contribute to the sustainability and improvement of the local food supply 
and pay particular attention to support eco-friendly agriculture and farmers’ organizations 
while doing that. (3) To enable producer-consumer proximity; to open producer markets, 
encourage community-supported agriculture and food communities etc. (4) To safeguard 
food security, raise awareness about preventing food loss and waste, and to manage and 
control food wastage.

The rise of labor as a notion with increasing respectability is a pleasing development. Like 
the rest of the world, Turkish government executives are trying to keep all the agricultural 
and food workers, primarily the seasonal agricultural workers, on the job during the 
time of Corona by exempting them from the COVID-19 mobility restrictions. However, 
this effort is not the product of a will to create a more humane and fair agriculture and 
food system but rather of an attempt to save the day against the problems that may arise 
in food supply and supply chain.

In fact, there is a need for multidimensional structural regulations in order to secure 
jobs and to create decent living conditions for agricultural and food workers, to clear 
up the problems of and advocate for rural women who have a big share in agricultural 
production but cannot get a fair return for their work, and to eliminate the exploitation 
of child labor which is unfortunately very common within the system. I hope that this 
kind of a transformation will happen in near future.

In the midst of all this, I am watching in admiration the efforts of certain municipalities 
that organize the youth in the cities as voluntary agricultural workers in order to lend a 
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helping hand to local farmers experiencing difficulties in finding seasonal casual workers. 
How nice it is to follow the tradition of imece**, which is already about to disappear in 
rural areas, comeback in the form of rural-urban togetherness. 

Now I would like to end my speech by sharing a few final remarks. The time of Corona 
has remarkably increased the social awareness and sensitivity around the subjects of 
agriculture and food. I consider this phenomenon as an opportunity to reshape the 
agriculture and food system in a way that would foster the wellbeing of people, society 
and nature. I invite you all to contribute to and take responsibility in structuring a new 
agriculture and food system with ethical values in its axis, which is, based on solidarity 
and fair sharing, and is labor and nature-friendly. 

**	Translator’s note. Collective communal work that is based on the idea of social and economic solidarity 
and cooperation; and has been practiced in rural settlements in Turkey for centuries.
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ETHICAL ANALYSIS OF CERTAIN 
MEASURES TAKEN FOR COVID-19 IN 
TURKEY
Neyyire Yasemin YALIM*

Large epidemics, droughts and famines change the course of history. For instance, the 
Black Death, the plague pandemic of 1346-1353, is accepted by all historians today as the 
triggering force behind the Reformation movement in the Western World. It appears that 
the COVID-19 pandemic will bring about a similar change to the world and, if I may say 
so, cards will be re-dealt. Yet, it is still too early to make a clear projection.

Extraordinarily tough times marked by epidemics, famines or wars that affect a country, a 
region or – like in the case of COVID-19 pandemic – the whole world are the times that 
put the strength, wisdom and conscience of the states, regional alliances and humanity 
in general to a hard test. This is why these (Disease, Hunger, War and Death) are called 
the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse and are believed to test the resilience of humanity. 
Societies react differently to such periods that we may also call “tough times”. The common 
characteristic of all these different reactions is that the actions that would be deemed 
unacceptable in normal times are considered acceptable, justifiable, necessary and even 
imperative under these conditions. Development level of societies become determinative 
in such times. What is meant by the term “development level” is the level of a society in 
terms of knowledge, economic and technological power, social supports and solidarity, 
creativity, and adaptability. In times like this, the social contract is taken out of its case 
and the society requires the state to act in return for what it has demanded from its people 
until then. In return for the tax paid, restrictions obeyed and contributions made to the 
society; people demand the state to manage this period that they cannot deal with alone 
and to enable them and their beloved ones come through these hard times with little or 
no harm. This is the part of the social contract that places responsibility on the state. It is 
also a manifestation of the accountability of the state in the face of the history.

The state fulfills this responsibility through the ones that govern it. I will call them 
“the administration” from now on. The scope of the responsibility that falls upon the 
administration is quite broad. The primary mission it should accomplish is to prevent 
chaos and uncertainty. This is because individuals mostly regress to their primitive survival 
instinct during the times of crisis. The deeper the crisis, the bigger the threat to life, and 
the higher the possibility of suffering is, the faster and the more explicitly this regression 
happens. The sole barrier that prevents this regression from disrupting the social order is 
the confidence an individual has in the administration.  The confidence I am talking about 
here provides a basis for the pyramid of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and it demonstrates 

*Prof. Dr.; President of the Turkish Bioethics Association; yalimx001@yahoo.com



140

vırtual conferences in the days of corona

that the society still exists. Then comes the physical needs, safety needs, social needs and 
so on. The COVID-19 pandemic that we are experiencing today is the first example of 
a global tough time in the 21st century and it can be seen as a trial by fire for the states.

Tough times marked by calamities like epidemics, famines or wars make it possible that 
the administrations of the countries assume greater authority and that the society accepts 
this situation. However, this kind of an authority brings along serious and mostly heavy 
responsibilities. The system of government in the country defines how these responsibilities 
are shared. At the end of the day, it determines if the threat directed towards the existence of 
the society has been managed well or not, whether the benefits and losses have been shared 
fairly in this process and who is morally responsible for the outcomes. The ones who make 
the decisions in tough times should act by considering the fact that this assessment will be 
done sooner or later.

In the example of Turkey, the most vivid demonstration of the emergence of the survival 
instinct in the society and the level of confidence the individuals have towards each other and 
to the administration was the reaction of the society to the lockdown declared at 22.00 on 
April 10, 2020. This should not merely be interpreted as a rush on supermarkets; what is the 
most critical is the chaos that broke out and the attitude people displayed towards each other. 
The reaction that was set off within a limited timeframe was the reaction of a society that 
had lost its faith in social solidarity and that did not have confidence in the administration’s 
ability to manage the process appropriately. To be more precise, it was the reaction of a crowd 
that lost sight of the essence of being a society due to the survival anxiety. This attitude died 
out to some extent only when the administration built up some confidence among people 
in the following days of the process and then the society turned back to their normal anxiety 
reactions. Even so, the incident that happened left its mark in history.

The need for an ethical assessment of an action, of a measure herein, arises when a measure 
taken in order to protect certain values causes the violation of some others. For example, 
the lockdown imposed on the individuals over 65 and below 20 in order to protect their 
health led to the violation of certain important values, which was revealed in the form of 
restriction of freedom and failure to meet social needs. It is the government’s responsibility 
to assess and to assess accurately if these violations can be justified and what measures are to 
be taken in order to justify them.

How an assessment like this can be done in ethical terms is the main topic discussed in this 
text. First of all, it is essential to realize that there is an obvious ethical problem before us 
and that ethical problems are mostly of multidimensional nature. Accordingly, the solutions 
to be suggested for ethical problems should be assessed multidimensionally. The strength, 
justifiability and righteousness of an administration are contingent upon producing “right” 
solutions to the situations that involve an ethical dilemma by taking all the dimensions into 
consideration. In order for a solution to be accepted as right, it should be right not only 
in ethical but also in legal, social, economic, and psychological terms – i.e. in all terms. It 
goes without saying that this type of a complicated thinking process is challenging and it is 
important to rely on scientific information, critical thinking and ethical knowledge during 
the entire process of assessment and solution suggestion.

One of the key points of our assessment is that the pandemic did not start in Turkey. If it had 
done so, then the ethical assessment that we will conduct here would have been completely 
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different. It was in December, 2019 when the pandemic started in Wuhan, the capital of 
Hubei Province in China. The first case in Turkey was officially reported on March 10, 2020. 
While doing the assessment, it should be taken into consideration that this gave us three and 
a half precious months to understand how the pandemic progress, to plan what to do and to 
take necessary precautions. A wise, conscientious and strong administration uses this valuable 
time to do its best; this is what the conception of proactive administration necessitates. If the 
wisdom, conscience and strength of an administration is not sufficient, then it has no other 
choice but to act reactively, in other words, it tries to solve the problems as they come up. 
And, this is not an ethically appropriate attitude for a “good” administration.

The fact that the administration takes measures does not necessarily mean that it is doing 
the “right” thing. What matters is the type of measures taken, the time they are taken, 
the way they are practiced and the way they are evaluated. For instance, a measure that 
is not taken and announced at the right time like the lockdown mentioned above can do 
more harm than good.

Let’s get back to the example of putting restrictions on the freedoms of the individuals 
above 65 in order to minimize health-related risks. This is a situation that involves an 
ethical dilemma. Home confinement is a type of punishment for certain criminals but in 
our case, it is imposed upon non-criminal people due to health-related concerns and for 
a greater part of the society, this is a justifiable conduct. At this point, we should resort to 
the method of ethical assessment, examine the relevant measure and decide if this measure 
is “correct” in the way it is implemented. 

The rationale behind the lockdown imposed on 65+ individuals is that the disease has a 
higher fatality rate in this age group. Therefore, it is important that this age group is well-
protected. This means that we want the individuals in this age group to be healthy. Then, 
how do we ethically interpret taking a measure which would lead to physical problems due 
to decreased physical activity and create psychological problems due to being restricted 
before trying to find any other possible measure that would alleviate these problems?

A protection in the form of a lockdown is based on such questionable assumptions as the 
individuals in this group would fail obeying the health-related restrictions and giving up 
on their functions in the society is more acceptable. If these had not been the assumptions 
made, other measures to protect them within the society would have been proposed; but 
this was not the case. Factors that render the ethical value of the measure questionable such 
as an overall restriction on freedoms and uncertainty around when this period will cease 
were overlooked. Additional measures such as the option of a supervised release which 
would decrease the violation of the value of freedom to the minimum level were only 
considered when the problem reached to a critical level of seriousness and this damaged 
the ethical value of the action. Implementation of this effective but not well-thought-out 
measure reinforced the argument that the administration had not conducted a competent 
assessment.

What I argue here is that putting restrictions on the freedom of 65+ individuals and 
violating a value was not based on a realistic ground and this violation was not unavoidable. 
This age group should have been protected like others. Just as the announcements made 
for other groups to stay home except for essential activities, it should have sufficed to make 
the same announcement to this group, too. On top of that, no measures were taken to 
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decrease the violation of the value to the minimum level. The options of creating a suitable 
environment for 65+ individuals to engage in controlled activities or allocating a special 
place for them were not considered. As with no additional measures taken to minimize 
the violation, the needs of this age group were considered as limited to basic things such 
as food and medications. Additionally, this measure failed to protect the value to be 
protected at the highest level, either. This is because confining this group to houses could 
not entirely prevent the social contact. So, the primary value to be protected could not 
be protected and the value to be sacrificed could not be sacrificed at the minimum level. 
This measure was not thought out and implemented correctly. All these problems were 
taken into consideration as late as three months after the start of the measures and instead 
of being solved, they were cleared up by removal of the measures almost to its entirety.

Ethical problems that arise in tough times are too critical to be evaded with momentary 
responses and finding the right responses to these problems are not always easy, either. 
However, the duty of the administration is, within the limits of its wisdom and strength, 
to find, or create if necessary, the responses that would hurt the public conscience at the 
minimum level or that would be embraced the most by them. Just like how Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk brought about a theoretical revolution in the history of military science and created 
a paradigm shift by saying “There is no defense line, but defense territory. This territory 
is the whole of the motherland.” at the Battle of Sakarya. With this argument, Atatürk 
produced a solution, a very challenging solution indeed. This solution changed a number 
of things and made the tables turn. It is imperative to find this kind of challenging but 
creative solutions and to make such decisions in tough times. It is the moral responsibility 
of the administration. This kind of an ethical analysis should be conducted for each and 
every measure, that has been taken or refrained, which violates certain values.

Those who are granted exceptional authority should, at every stage, prove that they do 
not exploit this authority and that they use it in the most effective and righteous way. This 
is called accountability. The first and foremost maxim of accountability is transparency; 
sharing accurate information and realistic predictions. One thing that has been revealed 
by the pandemic is that the most dangerous situation for the society is that it has a feeling 
of uncertainty and insecurity. The most effective antidote for the feeling of uncertainty 
and insecurity is transparency and informing. The second important maxim is providing 
the clear definition of the allocation of responsibilities. And finally, the third important 
maxim is the specification of the criteria that would apply in the process of accountability. 
The connection between all these maxims and the administration is crystal clear.

In our country where the freedom of press is questionable, it is the administration’s 
responsibility to serve as the source of accurate information. The administration is 
morally responsible for sharing the information, assumptions and predictions it uses as the 
ground while determining the restrictions and enforcements to be implemented. It is also 
responsible for overseeing the concepts of consistency, fairness and honesty in the actions 
it takes depending on the authority it was granted due to extraordinary circumstances 
and for proving that it succeeded in doing so. For example, in the case of the lockdown 
mentioned above, it was not possible to understand who was responsible for that negative 
experience and so, there was no accountability because it was not clear who was responsible 
in the decision-making, regulation or implementation processes regarding the lockdown. 
Considering the accountability regarding the health-related measures taken during the 
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COVID-19 pandemic, what is to be considered successful or unsuccessful outcome has 
not also been clearly declared. Therefore, the society cannot make a valid assessment 
whether the administration is accountable or not. However, according to the nature 
of the situation the society should make assessments and the administration should be 
accountable. A similar uncertainty can be seen in the agriculture and food system, too. Let’s 
say in November or within the next three years, which levels of agricultural production, 
food security and right to food indicators will be sufficient to consider this tough time 
was well-managed with regard to agro-food system?

Although no clear answers are given to the questions above, I believe the society will 
make an assessment of the process and the outcome that will be reflected upon its future 
relationship with the administration. The mission of the universities, media, NGOs and 
other influential agents in the society is to monitor the process, provide support or criticize 
when needed and make it all go down in history.
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FOOD CRISIS, FOOD POLICIES AND 
GOVERNANCE MECHANISMS
Mustafa KOÇ*

As we have completed the second decade of the 21st century, we are facing a twin crisis 
that tests the sustainability of the modern food system and global capitalism. An epidemic 
that threatens public health, on the one hand, and a global economic crisis that threatens 
the livelihood of billions of people. In this speech, I will address the threats posed by these 
twin crises for the food system and the proposed policy and governance mechanisms for 
food sovereignty, food security and safety.

We are going through an extraordinary period. It is quite difficult to predict when we will 
get out of this crisis. While looking for solutions to get out of the crisis, we have a great 
risk of facing the same problems again after a while or even experiencing much worse, if 
we cannot determine what we have done wrong before.

It would be as naive to connect our progress to this point with a virus, as to explain the 
cause of the First World War by the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand in Sarajevo. Of 
course, the trigger factors are also important in the final analysis, but in modern capitalist 
societies we need to look for the source of the crises in the system’s internal contradictions 
and structural and institutional dead ends.

Several observers have been expressing their concerns about the sustainability of the industrial 
food system for a long time. According to these observations, industrial agriculture and 
intensive animal husbandry cause habitat loss and decrease biodiversity, while creating 
favorable conditions for the spread of pathogens such as viruses and bacteria. Among 
the reasons for the spread of pathogens are climate change, destruction of the ecosystem, 
destruction of meadows, pastures and forests, removal of regulatory arrangements with 
neoliberal practices and long supply chains.

Crisis is not a new phenomenon in capitalist economies. The Great Depression of 1929 
and the oil and financial crisis in 1973-74 are among the examples we often recall. Nouriel 
Roubini, a professor of economics at the University of New York, compared the Great 
Depression to the current crisis in his commentary for the British Guardian newspaper on 
April 29, 2020. Unfortunately, many countries had already spent their financial resources 
to conspicuous consumption, unsustainable dead investments and endless wars that they 
needed to overcome the current crisis.

When we consider the effects of the double crisis we are experiencing, even if the epidemic 
ends in the coming months, we can say that the dimensions of the social collapse we 
are experiencing will be very large and long-term. It is not difficult to predict that the 
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ever-growing borrowing, supply and demand problems in the economy, disruptions in 
agricultural production and food supply chains and unemployment and poverty caused 
by the economic crisis will also lead to a serious food security crisis.

The virus is a health threat for everyone, but the crisis mainly hits the poor, the vulnerable, 
and the people without options. Millions of people have been sentenced to starvation in 
war-ravaged countries. Hardships faced by migrant workers, the problems arising from the 
supply chains, the closure of the markets, the restaurant and the tourism sector are a much 
more serious threat for small producers, small tradesmen, workers, poor and low-income 
people. On April 21, 2020, the United Nations World Food Program announced that if 
emergency measures cannot be taken, there will be a famine next year and 265 million 
people will face acute food failure.

Today, nearly 1 billion of the world population of 7.8 billion is struggling with hunger, 
while another 2 billion people have health problems caused by malnutrition. Millions of 
unemployed, landless, poor, displaced people have to live with various chronic diseases 
as a result of unhealthy nutrition. While millions of people are hungry, 30% of the food 
produced is lost or wasted. The most profitable areas of the food system are chocolate, 
confectionery, soda drinks, snacks and fast food industries are waste economies. Modern 
food system is a waste economy that neglects human health for profit, destroys produce 
that do not meet the standards for cosmetic reasons, fills oceans with micro-plastics with 
packaging materials, destroys tropical rain forests and natural biodiversity to turn oily seeds 
and grains into animal feed and bio-fuel. 

Environmental pollution caused by modern agriculture, livestock and fisheries enterprises 
and long supply chains poses serious threats to human, animal and environmental health. 
Soil, water and air pollution are at their highest levels. We have to use more fuel, more 
chemicals and more poisons to produce more products. Global oligopolies reduce the 
bargaining power of small producers and developing countries, while also preventing 
measures to control environmental and community health risks and develop sustainable 
agriculture and independent agriculture and food policies. One of the sectors with the most 
intense COVID cases in North America is meat plants where the capital concentration 
is very intense.

It is certain that in the struggle against these problems, we will not reach a place with 
short-term solutions such as food imports, with production and technology reduction 
approaches that dominated the last century. The sustainable food system requires structural 
and long-term solutions. This crisis environment that we are experiencing requires both 
to understand the causes and consequences of these problems and to take the necessary 
measures in the long term.

Search for Solutions:
Crises periods are the best times to think about why we are here and to learn from our 
old mistakes. In recent years, we have been observing that many countries have developed 
national food policies or strategies to address food system problems. We can assume that 
these policy searches will intensify in the coming years.

Unfortunately, many of the dominant ideologies that have identified urbanization and 
depeasantization with progress, development and modernization, and neglected rural 
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development. Although the President of the World Bank apologized on this issue after 
the 2008 economic crisis, not much changed since then.

It is claimed that multisectoral and multistakeholder approaches will be more successful 
in generating the necessary reforms for the sustainable agriculture and food system and 
defining problems and solutions in this process. In addition, effective communication 
division of labor and coordination are needed between ministries and institutions at 
the international, national and local levels in the determination and implementation of 
effective policies.

The neoliberal policies, that prevailed since the 1980s, have attacked the concepts of 
social welfare state and public interest and producers and consumers found themselves in 
a brutal market economy. Public enterprises were privatized, and public and cooperative 
institutions were rendered inoperable. Large and medium sized enterprises are encouraged 
in agriculture, capital concentration accelerated, producers and consumers in the 
food sector were left to the mercy of giant food processors and supermarket chains. 
Similar destruction has rendered international governance institutions and mechanisms, 
especially the United Nations, inoperable. Pat Mooney summarizes how the United Nations 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) lost its strength with the restructuring in the 
1970s. In April 2020, the US Administration cut the payments that it had to make to the 
World Health Organization in the midst of a global pandemic. Effective collaboration of 
all types of governance mechanisms, from local to national and international, is needed 
to get rid of this global stalemate. However, strategic competition between superpowers, 
market priorities of global oligopolies, conflicts between nation-states, hinder effective 
cooperation.

For the measures to be taken to be effective, trust in public institutions and governance 
mechanisms are needed and the principles of public sphere and social benefit should be 
respected. This need has also been underlined by the advocates of food sovereignty and food 
democracy principles in recent years. FAO’s list of the 10 basic principles of agro-ecology, 
“diversity; synergy; yield; durability; recycle; co-generation and sharing of information; 
importance to human and social values; compatibility with culture and food traditions; 
responsible and effective governance; there is an economy of mutual solidarity between the 
producer and the consumer” underline the same need. Advocates of the view of agroecology 
and food sovereignty defend access to food as a basic human right, a sustainable agriculture 
and food system, protection of small and medium-sized enterprises from the pressures of 
monopolies, that global trade should complement instead of preventing local and regional 
solutions and the effects of new technologies on human and environmental health should 
be carefully studied. they point out the need. And, of course, food sovereignty and food 
democracy cannot be possible without true sovereignty and democracy.

The report prepared by IPES-Food, the International Panel of Reliable Food Systems 
Experts in April 2020, states that “COVID-19 revealed the helplessness of global food 
systems against natural shocks”. The proposed measures to be taken include the protection 
of people in need; building durable agro-ecological food systems, regional markets and 
short supply chains; establishing a new agreement between the state and civil society 
while regulating the deteriorating balance between economic power and public good; and 
the reform of international food governance mechanisms. In participatory democracies, 
effective policies require cooperation between institutions and the participation of private 
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sector, producer and consumer cooperatives, unions, non-governmental organizations and 
democratic mass organizations.

We need flexible food and agriculture policies that consider not only material returns but 
also employment, local economic development, social welfare and nutritional requirements, 
and national, regional and global social priorities.

In the 21st century, the construction of millions of cities requires detailed and planned 
efforts. Local administrations have a great role in taking effective measures on food security. 
The Urban Food Systems and COVID-19 report prepared by FAO on April 9, 2020 lists 
the measures to be taken. Among the issues to be considered in the short term are:

•	 Taking necessary measures to identify vulnerable people and making sure that they 
will have access to nutritious foods;

•	  Recognition of food chains as basic service;
•	 Ensuring free movement of workers and producers in conditions that comply with 

public health principles, ensuring local markets remain open and preventing sharp 
increases in food prices;

•	 Strengthening capacity of local governments to promote food assistance and related 
programs carried out effectively;

•	 Gathering information at local level and preparing appropriate policies;
•	 Promoting dialogue and exchange of experiences between municipalities through 

international networks.

In the medium and long term:

•	 Establishing an integrated policy and planning framework to close national-urban 
governance gaps by linking health and food systems and to ensure that cities and 
local governments act effectively in emergencies;

•	 Urban food systems analysis and development of food system maps, detection of 
weak points;

•	 Establishing or strengthening multi-stakeholder and multi-sectoral food governance 
mechanisms, such as food policy councils within local governments;

•	 Strengthening rural-urban links to promote short supply chains and adequate 
support of food systems;

•	 Reorganization and development of food distribution and logistics strategies

Food security is not an issue to be considered independently of other social problems 
and responsibilities such as health, environment, housing, transportation, economic 
development. For this reason, commissions consisting of universities, non-governmental 
organizations, chambers, tradesmen, producers, trade unions and industry representatives 
and management staff responsible for the implementation and supervision of laws and 
regulations on this issue are required.
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The complex structure of the agriculture and food sector requires reforms in the food 
system not only to be limited with this sector, but also reforms in all sectors that shape 
economic and social life. We cannot imagine a sustainable food system without ecological 
agriculture and alternative clean energy resources. Likewise, food sovereignty is unthinkable 
without breaking the dominance of multinational monopolies and global finance and, food 
security cannot be spoken without agriculture and land reforms, cooperative organizations 
and social welfare institutions without reassuring the functions of agriculture and land 
reforms, cooperative organizations and social welfare institutions are re-established, and 
public housing, public transportation and labor policies are reorganized for the benefit 
of the employees.

In terms of food ethics, the principles of ecological agriculture, food sovereignty, food 
justice and food democracy have important roles in regulating food policies. For the success 
of these efforts, motivating the public for the necessary reforms on these goals should be 
seen as a national and global priority. To achieve the necessary social transformation, public 
must trust this process, internalize new social values, and resist neoliberal individualism. 

The need for a transparent, fair, democratic and participatory governance mechanism 
is more apparent than ever. In order for these efforts to be successful, trust in public 
institutions and governance mechanisms and the principles of public sphere and social 
benefit must be respected. In participatory democracies, massive support of these positive 
developments cannot be possible without a democratic space. The effectiveness of ethical 
principles at the individual and institutional level is only possible when there is trust in 
the rule of law and institutional mechanisms to support these principles.

The crisis we are experiencing is also a final warning for us to question the social problems 
we face and the development models we have implemented. It is impossible for us to 
establish a just, healthy and sustainable civilization without questioning increasing social 
inequality, environmental pollution, distorted urbanization, unplanned growth, wasteful 
consumer economy, capitalist mindset that sees nature and human labor as a resource to 
be exploited, reductionism that tries to solve all the social problems with technological 
solutions, and oppressive regimes that leave us without choice.
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REFLECTIONS ON FOOD SAFETY 
AND SECURITY DURING THE 
COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
Petek ATAMAN*

Food and food safety are always the issues on our agenda. It would not be wrong to say 
not a day goes by without talking about food. Food safety and food security have always 
been a center of interest. The primary reason behind this is that food is an indispensable 
requirement for our survival. We cannot live without it. We have to feed ourselves in order 
to keep on living. We can do without a number of things but not food. This essential 
position of food in our lives make us attribute important functions to it – i.e. enabling us 
to live long and healthier lives, helping children grow up in a healthier way etc.

During the pandemic that we are experiencing right now, food has moved a bit further 
to the center of attention and people have articulated their concerns related to food as: 
“Can virus transmit to human through food?”, or “Can the pandemic lead to problems 
in access to food?”. These are realistic concerns as it is quite possible that food safety and 
security is threatened during a pandemic. 

Before moving on with my remarks, I believe it would be of use to give the definitions of 
two basic concepts: food safety and food security. 

Food safety refers to the food that is safe for human consumption and includes acceptable 
levels of risks. There is no such thing as zero-risk in food safety and the reason for this will 
be discussed in the upcoming parts of the presentation.

Food security, on the other hand, refers to the accessibility of nutritious food in sufficient 
amounts, at an affordable price and at all times. Accessing nutritious and safe food at 
affordable prices in a sustainable manner has been recognized as a human right by the 
United Nations.

After providing these definitions, I think we can move on with our discussion on where 
we stand in terms of food security and safety during the pandemic.

The current scientific data shows that food is not a source or route of COVID-19 disease. 
It is highly unlikely to become infected through food. We use the word “unlikely” 
because the virus can remain active on surfaces for a certain period of time. In case the 
surface mentioned here is the surface of the food itself or the packaging thereof, there is a 
possibility of contamination of the hands and then infection of the respiratory tract by that 
contamination. This is regarded as a risk although being conditional. As the SARS-CoV-2 
virus which causes COVID-19 is quite new to us, the information we share regarding this 
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subject is primarily based on the scientific reports recently published, primarily those issued 
by WHO (World Health Organization) and EFSA (European Food Safety Authority).

Although COVID-19 is not a food related disease, the highest level of hygiene precautions 
needs to be achieved at all stages of the food supply chain, from primary production to 
consumption, due to the possibility of the virus remaining active on surfaces as mentioned 
above. An important point is the need to take precautions to prevent respiratory exposure 
to virus by contacting with contaminated surfaces and the hands as a result of this contact. 
WHO and EFSA have informed us through their reports that, based on the available data, 
food is not a risk factor in the spread of COVID-19. What needs to be done here is to 
apply Good Hygienic Practices properly.

This is actually a favorable situation in terms of access to food and food safety during such 
a pandemic. COVID-19 is a viral pandemic that has not been proven to be transmitted by 
eating or drinking. It would have been extremely hard to access food and limit the number 
of disease-related deaths if this worldwide disease which is likely to persist for long had 
been transmitted by food.

It is possible to access safe foods and consume them safely by following the hygienic rules. 
It is an undeniable fact that each crisis has some positive aspects and brings along some 
learning outcomes. This crisis has not inflicted a severe damage on the food and agriculture 
system and it encouraged people to think about it, question themselves if they are ready 
for crises and disaster scenarios, and care more about the agriculture and food products. 
Now it is the right time to question the existing system, take precautions and take lessons 
without having to go through catastrophic disasters.

Regarding food safety; consumers were quite anxious and hesitant about consuming 
packaged food before the pandemic. There was a “we should not consume packaged food” 
mentality going on. However, during the pandemic, people started to buy everything in 
packages. So much so that people had to buy products like fresh fruit and vegetables, which 
were known traditionally as loose foods, in packages as well as those that used to be sold in 
packages. In fact, the rationale for putting food on the market in packages has always been 
ensuring consumer safety. Food waste has been another rationale for packaged food. So, it 
is the right time to change the first misperception. Packaged food does not pose a risk, it is 
safe. Packaging is the primary factor that will protect food from environmental risks. Packaging 
is the strongest tool in ensuring traceability. With the labels on the package you get to know 
where the product comes from, where its raw material has provided, and what kind of a 
journey the product has taken until it reaches us. Then we can say that, considering food 
safety, it is important to take a different approach towards packaged food and not forget 
about the experiences gained from the pandemic.

Food production is a chain. It starts from the cropland/ farm/ barn/ poultry house/ sea/ 
lake/ forest etc. and it goes along a number of stages such as storage, production, packaging, 
transport to reach our table. At each stage of this adventure, some risks can arise and some 
existing risks are eliminated. It is not possible to talk about zero risk in terms of food safety. 
The products we grow in our garden or the food we produce at home also carry certain 
risks. So, it is the right time to change the second misperception, too. There is no such 
thing as zero-risk in terms of food safety. The main sources of contamination are soil, air, 
water, animals and humans. Food that can be produced without with the involvement of 
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at least one of these sources of contamination is non-existent. This is why there is no such 
thing as “zero-risk” in terms of food safety; all types of food pose certain risks to human 
health. What matters here is to manage these risks and keep them at acceptable levels. The 
food with which we manage to do this can be consumed safely for lifelong.

When the risk perception of the consumers and of what they are most afraid is investigated, 
it is seen that the consumers are highly concerned about industrially produced packaged 
food. The fact that certain groups are constantly presenting these products as unsafe might 
be considered as a significant parameter for the formation of this perception. It is known 
that the consumers are also worry about food additives and pesticides.

If we have a look at the real risks here, we can see that the biggest risk that leads to the 
occurrence of food-related diseases is the microorganisms. However, this does not seem 
to be among the subjects that the consumers discuss or articulate their concerns about. 
Microorganisms are the living organisms that are not visible to the naked eye – such as 
bacteria, moulds, viruses etc. Microorganisms and microbial toxins are the most common 
causal agents in food-related diseases. SARS-CoV-2, that causes COVID-19, is also a 
microorganism.

When we look at the most common food safety problems in our country, we see that 
the most serious issue we face is pathogen microorganisms. The second most common 
problem regarding the food-related diseases are chemicals. Pesticide residues and mould 
toxins – especially aflatoxin – are the most common form of chemical risks we encounter 
in Turkey. Elimination of all these common risks is achievable through applying good 
hygienic practices and operating food safety systems. 

During the pandemic, ensuring the proper application of good hygienic practices in order 
to manage the risks posed by the virus will eventually contribute to the resolution of the 
most common problems we face with regards to food safety.

Many consumers in our country and all around the world believe that there are miracle 
foods that can protect people from this epidemic and other disease. Most of the consumers 
have such an expectation. However, there is no miracle food that can protect people from 
diseases. The foods that are promoted at every opportunity as miraculous in saving us 
from a specific disease do not actually have such a power and the ultimate aim here is 
mostly to exploit the expectations of the customers. Nutrients in foods are substances that 
meet the needs of the human body and they support the state of wellbeing in general. So, 
they play a role in being more resistant to diseases in general manner. Just as the foods do 
not have miraculous effects; believing that the foods the production and sale of which is 
legally permitted, the foods that are produced in compliance with the relevant rules and 
then come to our tables are poisonous, is also an irrational and groundless fear. These two 
extreme ideas are mostly the products of the misinformation that are spread with the aim 
of exploiting the sensitivity of customers over foods. What matters the most here is how 
and in what amounts the foods are consumed.

Another consumer presumption is that one can understand whether the food is harmful 
or not; whether the food is fake or not by looking at or smelling it – i.e. by using one’s 
senses. Apart from those that are visibly spoiled, soured or mouldy etc.; it is impossible 
to understand if the food is harmful or not or  if the food is fake or not by looking at it. 
For example, this is also true in case you want to tell if the honey you buy is fake or not. 

https://tureng.com/tr/turkce-ingilizce/poisonous
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In order to understand if the food has toxins or pesticides, one should have it analyzed. 
Whether a honey is a fake is also understood in same way.

Then it would be appropriate to over emphasize this: consumers’ access to safe food can 
only be ensured when the public authority establishes a mechanism that can effectively 
inspect food safety and shares the outcomes of such inspections with the public in an 
impartial and transparent manner. Customers will surely take certain measures in their own 
way but it is not possible to guarantee food safety merely through personal efforts. In order 
to make it possible for customers to access safe food, it is essential to ensure food safety 
and push for effective inspections to be carried out. It is also of paramount importance 
that professionals in sufficient number and with appropriate qualifications are employed 
to effectively conduct inspections and, as I emphasized before, that the outcomes of the 
inspections are shared.

Another important point related to food is the “food security” – i.e. access to food. It is 
a well-known fact that, for years, it has not been possible to ensure equal and fair access 
to food in the world. In certain parts of the world, hunger is a serious problem. There are 
almost one billion people who suffer from hunger in the world. The humanity watched the 
scenes of hunger experienced in certain parts of the world like a movie. As the pandemic 
we experience today leads to concern over access to food, in the countries that never faced 
problems regarding access to food, people feel, maybe for the first time, worried that they 
may not access food and suffer from hunger.

Assessment is necessary to consider access to food from a broad perspective with recent 
experiences and maybe to make plans in order to change some of the policies that are 
followed today. In terms of the problems with food security in our country, it seems that 
we are not in trouble at the first glance. We can say that there is not an apparent hunger 
going on in our country. Citizens can somehow feed themselves. In fact, however, we have 
serious problems regarding food security. Turkey is an import dependent country for a 
substantial part of the strategically significant agricultural products. The wheat that is 
produced in our country would not suffice both in qualitative and in quantitative terms 
if not supported by importation. It is also known that we depend on importation for the 
supplies of sunflowers, feed, seeds, and certain pulses, too.

Now is the right time to think upon the current developments – before it is too late. While 
Turkey was able to produce the products that were mentioned above, as a consequence 
of the liberal policies and establishment of free market rules in the field of agricultural 
trade, the country has turned into an importing country. This has brought along the 
possibility of facing a problem of food security in the near future. As we can all remember, 
at the beginning of the pandemic, Russia declared that it would not be exporting wheat. 
During the unpredictable course of the pandemic, it aimed to keep its reserves to serve its 
own citizens. A similar situation was experienced in our country in 2008 for a different 
reason. Due to the severe drought confronted during the time, Egypt – an important 
producer of rice and paddy – made a decision to stop exporting these products. Under 
no circumstances should agricultural production be abandoned. Producing agricultural 
and food products, ensuring the welfare of the farmers and encouraging them to organize 
should be our top priorities. It is necessary to achieve a balanced structure within the food 
supply chain. In a system based upon these principles, it can be claimed that firm steps 
are being taken to ensure food security. 
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Apart from all these points, another important step to be taken is to base the projections 
regarding climate change on science based data. Plans should be developed for the 10 years 
ahead or even for a much longer period. It is essential that we determine what products 
we can or cannot produce in which regions and that we specify the products we should 
primarily produce in order to ensure food security. Only after taking these steps properly, 
it will be possible to talk about an established food security. Every group of the society has 
certain responsibilities to ensure food safety and food security. Undoubtedly though the 
biggest share falls upon the governments. They should seriously and carefully reconsider 
the existing system, primarily the policies regarding the trade of agricultural and food 
products. They should

	9 formulate new policies that would favor and prioritize the producers, the 
community, and the environment,

	9 ensure the welfare of citizens who are engaged in agricultural production and keep 
them from abandoning the work they are engaged in,

	9 build up the confidence of the consumers.
All these can be achieved through the policies to be developed on the basis of science and 
transparency. The policy-making process should be inclusive and participatory. Benefiting 
from the knowledge and experiences of each and every shareholder and making no 
compromises over eco-friendly policies are essential. 

An American Indian proverb says: “We did not inherit the Earth from our ancestors; we 
borrowed it from our children.” If we do not embrace and protect what is trusted to us in 
the way we should, we will risk the future of today’s children and youth.
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ECOLOGICAL IMPERATIVES AND 
THE RIGHT TO FOOD DURING THE 
CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC: A TIME 
OF BIO-ETHICAL CRISIS
Richard FALK* 

A Perspective
Even before the Coronavirus Pandemic, humanity faced an unprecedented challenge in 
the coming decades that threatened the foundations of life itself, and yet, up to this time 
societal reactions have been disappointingly weak and evasive, aside from a few voices 
in the wilderness. Despite expertly documented studies from the most qualified climate 
scientists, the overall behavior of supposedly responsible political and economic elites has 
been tepid, escapist, and even denialist. The United State Government has been leading 
the way toward a dismal future by its anti-internationalism during the Trump presidency, 
above all, withdrawing from the 2015 UN Paris Climate Change Agreement. Although 
this international agreement that did not go as far as necessary to meet the challenges 
of climate change, it was rightfully praised as demonstrating the importance of global 
cooperative efforts to combat global warming. It was also encouraging that this initiative 
was supported by virtually every government on the face of the earth. 

With nihilistic audacity the American president, Donald Trump, formally withdrew 
American participation from this international framework that mandates national 
reductions in carbon emissions. The proclaimed objective of the agreement was to 
keep global warming from increases in the earth’s average temperature above 2 degrees 
centigrade. This is higher than the 1.5 degrees that the scientific consensus puts forth as 
necessary. At the same time the Paris results in far lower carbon emissions than will occur if 
present emissions trends continue without significant international cutbacks and sufficient 
regulatory oversight. The withdrawal of the U.S., the largest and richest per capita emitter, 
sends the worse possible signal to the world at this time of growing threat.

The COVID-19 experience, with its planetary scope and concrete daily tales of morbidity 
confirms, the precariousness of human existence and its unforeseen vulnerabilities to a 
variety of threats to the wellbeing of the human species. What is more, it is evident that 
the harm done by these events could be mitigated if not almost altogether avoided if the 
warnings of experts been prudently heeded, and acted upon, in a timely anticipatory 
manner. Even before this global health crisis of great severity shocked people around 
the world, the deficiencies of global governance became vividly evident for all who took 

*Prof. Dr.; Chair of Global Law at Queen Mary University School of Law; US. rfalk@princeton.edu
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the trouble to see. The reaction to the pandemic has been most disappointing at the 
governmental level in most, but not all countries. In contrast, many instances of bravery 
and empathy have been exhilarating and redemptive at the level of people. Instead of an 
ethos of ‘we are all in this together’ several of the most influential governments led by the 
United States have adhered to a zero/sum ethos of ‘going it alone.’ The U.S. also refused 
humanitarian appeals to suspend sanctions for the duration of the crisis on countries such 
as Iran and Venezuela, which were already suffering from severe food insecurities and 
shortages of medical supplies partly brought about by the sanctions. 

Worse still, the United States at the Security Council blocked a formal endorsement 
of the UN Secretary General’s inspirational call for a global ceasefire during the health 
crisis. Trump withdrew U.S. support because the draft resolution contained an indirect 
favorable reference to the work of the World Health Organization (WHO). This was a 
sad development as this dramatic expression of global unity had achieved the approval 
of the other 14 members of the Security Council after weeks of negotiating political 
compromises on the appropriate message to send the world. Its passage would have 
signaled a commitment to world peace by leading governments, as well as showing all of 
us that the UN’s voice can serve as an uplifting alternative in such a crisis to the bickering 
and rivalry of sovereign states. This kind of initiative also might have renewed faith in the 
UN, demonstrating to the public and politicians how the UN might serve in the future 
to strengthen global governance on behalf of peace, justice, and food/water security for 
all. We might come to understand that the UN if properly used can be much more than a 
talk shop for clashing national interests or an exhibition hall displaying the rival strategic 
ambitions of the Permanent Members of the Security Council.

The onset of the pandemic added a sense of urgent immediacy to what was already an 
extremely disturbing evolving awareness by informed persons. To identify this as ‘the first 
bio-ethical crisis to confront humanity’ is to employ unfamiliar and strong language.  This 
underlying crisis was bio-ethical in the primary sense that its challenges are fundamentally 
directed at the collective wellbeing of humanity taken as a whole, as well as a challenge 
to the sustainability of modern civilization, and the ecosystem stability governing the 
fundamentals of human/nature interactions, and of life itself. Widespread recognition of 
the gravity of these threats would amount to a revolutionary change in the self-awareness 
of the human species, and lead the way to profound shifts in behavior. 

This crisis also possesses an ethical character because knowledge and resources exist to 
meet the challenges facing humanity, and yet responsible, precautionary action is not 
taken. We need to ask ‘why?’ so as to understand what action should be taken. In essence, 
these challenges to our human future could be addressed within the broad framework of a 
feasible reconfiguring of the industrial foundations and ethical outlook of modernity, and 
yet it is not happening, nor likely to do so without further shocks. By having the knowledge 
of such a menacing future and yet choosing not to act sensibly is to make a fundamental 
ethical and biological choice, with possibly awful consequences. My point is this. 

The unprecedented crisis facing humanity is not similar to a gigantic meteor hurtling 
toward the earth with no known way of diverting its path or cushioning its impact. 
We know mostly what needs be done and yet we lack the fortitude to act for the sake 
of persons currently alive, and even more for the sake of future generations. It is likely 
that the unborn will suffer the most acute adverse consequences of the irresponsibility 
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of this current refusal to heed the warnings of the experts. As the divisiveness and global 
governance deficiencies of the response to COVID-19 have revealed, many of the most 
technologically sophisticated societies have turned out to be the most incompetent when it 
came to safeguarding the lives and livelihoods of even their own society, failing to adopt or 
unreasonably delaying the adoption of practical measures to protect the health and security 
of their own citizens, while neglecting neighbors in need near and far living in other 
countries throughout the world. We also learned the grim consequence of pronounced 
economic and social inequality. The poorest and socially disfavored, especially in cities, 
turned out to be the demographic sectors most at risk of infection and death during 
the pandemic. Any student of modern society should not have been surprised by this 
information, but the mainstream media acted as if it had just discovered the plight of the 
poor, including their massive dependence on public food distributions, acting as if this 
was a startling revelation of the class impacts of the pandemic. 

The effects of the pandemic on food security are being felt, and there seems worse ahead. 
The 2020 Report on World Food Crises warns that the risk of famine has been greatly 
increased by disruptions of harvests and food supply chains due to the greatly reduced 
availability of migrant farm workers and the disease-prone sites of animal slaughterhouses. 
Already in such affluent countries as the UK, U.S., and Switzerland poorer people are 
waiting for hours on long lines to obtain food for their families from overstretched food 
banks, and are fortunate if the food remains available when their turn finally comes. 

Putting these broader eco-ethical concerns in the context of the right to food and food 
security generally, we are keenly aware that food and water are the most indispensable 
aspects to the right to life itself. We also are beginning to realize that rights to material 
necessities are drained of meaning if extreme poverty means that the poorest among us 
lack the purchasing power to buy food that is affordable, sufficient, and nutritious. In 
other words, even if food supplies are sufficient to meet human needs, it will not prevent 
starvation, malnutrition, and food riots if people lack the means to buy what is being 
sold in markets. In this sense, the loss of tens of millions of jobs around the world means 
the disappearance of purchasing power for people with the least capacity to cope with 
unemployment, including very little savings.

Although some governments are more protective of the vulnerable segments of their 
population than others, experience teaches us that social protection cannot be left to the 
good will or charitable impulses of governments. Rights must be reinforced by practical 
remedies that are accessible to ordinary people, and can be successfully implemented. 
In many countries of the West where capitalism and fiscal austerity prevail, there is an 
ethically deficient ideological insistence on allowing the market to decide on the wellbeing 
of members of society. This sends a perverse ethical message: the rich deserve their bounty 
of plenitude, while the poor deserve their hardships. From such an austere capitalist 
standpoint, pleading for the intervention of the state even in an emergency is alleged by 
the staunchest guardians of capital to undermine public morality based on individual 
accountability and incentive structures. 

To overcome this failure to respond effectively to the bio-ethical crisis, it is necessary to 
identify and understand the obstacles to rational and humane action, while suggesting 
how these might be overcome. To summarize the argument, we know what is wrong, 
we mostly know what should be done, yet it still is not happening, and to have any 
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hope of doing something about this deplorable situation, we must try our best to know 
why. Furthermore, the longer that we defer prudent action, the more burdensome and 
painful will be a future adjustment. There are also unknowable risks present. By not acting 
responsibly in the present, tipping points of irreversibility seem likely to be soon crossed 
making societal adjustments if not impossible, almost so. 

Illustratively, if diets were now to limit meat consumption by decreeing one or two meatless 
days a week, there would be good prospects of achieving ecological balance by gradual 
measures, but if diets are unregulated for the next two decades, an adjustment to avert 
catastrophe would likely require a mandatory vegetarian planetary survival diet. The 
COVID-19 experience is one more chance to undertake comprehensive transformational 
processes of adapting global governance to the dual demands of ecological balance 
and social justice, and ending the false security of managerial approaches that avoid 
fundamental change. Managers generally do nothing more than keep operations going, 
collapse or recovering from a severe crisis that disrupted the established order. This 
might temporarily calm anxieties, but this would be deceptive dynamic in this instance, 
a disastrous contentment with ‘business as usual,’ with the false assumption that all was 
well before the pandemic.   

Confronting the Obstacles: These obstacles overlap and reinforce one another, and should 
not be regarded as entirely distinct. My assessment is grounded on the advocacy of an 
integrated and transformational approach. To move forward in such a direction, I find it 
helpful to identify four clusters of obstacles. 

1- Ideological
Our social relationship to food and agriculture deeply reflect the interplay of capitalism—
maximizing profits and inflating consumerism—which includes constantly increasing 
consumer choice, identified misleadingly as a kind of freedom. Interferences by governing 
authorities occur if overwhelming demonstrations of adverse health effects can be 
demonstrated, but usually only after costly delays resulting from ‘expert’ reassurances on 
food safety that are obtained from corporate high paid consultants. Such profit-driven 
patterns, fueled by advertising and addictive products produce unhealthy dietary habits 
throughout society, causing epidemics of obesity and many serious health issues.

Social concerns on an international level are understandably focused on avoiding 
humanitarian catastrophes in the form of mass starvation or famine. This kind of 
preoccupation places an emphasis on disaster relief and responses to emergencies while 
ignoring the underlying ideological problem arising from distorted priorities of profits, 
destructive competition, agro-business, and unregulated markets as favored over human 
health and ecological stability. The same forces that suppress and distort information 
pertaining to health are irresponsible abusers of environment, disrespectful of culturally 
sanctified food traditions, and disrupters of ecological balance. A vivid recent example 
is the burning of the Brazilian rainforest to satisfy corporate greed taking the form of 
high-yield logging and deforestation to clear land for livestock farming, while eroding, 
and possibly dooming, the viability of the rainforest as a major carbon capture resource 
and a precious storehouse of biodiversity. The world’s major rainforests should be treated 
as falling within the ‘global commons’ and not be regarded as totally subject to Brazil’s 
priorities. It is a matter of finding the proper formula for ‘responsible sovereignty’ or, 
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more accurately, how to reconcile sovereign rights with upholding the viability of the 
global commons.

2- Structural
Seeking to balance food security and health against these ecological concerns is often at 
odds with human and global interests. The structures of authority that shape global policy 
and practices are overwhelmingly responsive to national interests as themselves distorted 
by corrupted elites and corporate influences on governance. This includes the UN 
System, which has been increasingly configured to serve the interests of states and mega-
corporations. Again, the example of Brazil is instructive. Giving priority to development 
over planetary equilibrium with respect to the Amazon rainforest privileges irresponsible 
claims of territorial sovereignty. This overrides objections about the dangerous impacts of 
Brazilian behavior on global warming, ecological stability, and the quality of biodiversity. 
Despite the global scale of agriculture, particularly agro-business, there exist presently 
no effective international mechanisms to achieve responsible behavior on national and 
transnational levels of behavior.

Even when governments do cooperate for the public common good, as was the case 
with the Paris Climate Change Agreement (2015), their commitments are framed in an 
unenforceable manner that allows national sovereignty to prevail over longer run global 
interests. This meant that even if the pledges of reductions in carbon emissions were made 
in good faith and somehow fulfilled, they would still fall inexcusably short of what the 
respected IPCC Panel and other expert bodies prescribed as the essential benchmark to avoid 
dangerous, possibly catastrophic effects of further global warming. Similar considerations 
bear on meat consumption undertaken without any effort at achieving a global regulatory 
perspective that takes due account of the future. This voluntaristic approach dependent 
on the good faith and responsible behavior of states, is further weakened by the current 
crop of irresponsible leaders in many key states. This irresponsibility was epitomized in 
2019 by its show of support for Brazil’s sovereignty claims with respect to the management 
of the Amazon rainforest and by the U.S. withdrawal from the Paris agreement, creating 
dreadful precedents that will certainly affect poorer, more economically stressed countries, 
and eventually the rest of us. Why should a country confronted by a food and agriculture 
crisis, for instance, Zimbabwe, place limits on its developmental and growth opportunities 
by acting in a more ecologically responsible manner when the world’s largest per capita 
carbon emitter is behaving so irresponsibly?

3- Temporal
The most influential sources and structures of influence and authority have evolved in the 
modern period by being excessively attentive to short-term results. Such short-termism is 
associated with holding political leaders and corporate executives accountable to citizens 
and shareholders. Democracy rests on this proposition that voters get the chance every 
four years to heed the call that “it is time for a change,” or more crudely, ‘to throw 
the bastards out.’ This pattern can be observed in the preoccupation of political leaders 
with the electoral cycles, which are treated as decisive when it comes to assessing their 
performance. Even non-democratic forms of governance give priority to short-term results, 
which either builds or undermines confidence in the political leadership of a country 
regardless of its form of government.
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It is no different for the economy, which exhibits an even more pronounced tendency 
toward short-termism. Most corporate and financial executives are judged by quarterly 
balance sheets when it comes to performance, and given little or no credit by shareholders 
and hedge fund managers for normative achievements relating to health, safety, and 
environment or for responsiveness to long-term crisis prevention. 

The importance of longer horizons of accountability is a consequence of the character of 
current world order challenges, with preservation of environment, avoidance of human-
generated climate change, and maintenance of ecosystem stability being illustrative of the 
growing importance of thinking further ahead than in the past, especially when it comes to 
government and private sector behavior. Yet to propose such an adjustment is far easier than 
it is to envision how such temporal adjustments to human and ecological wellbeing could 
be brought about. These clusters of concerns bear directly on all dimensions of food and 
agricultural policy. In earlier periods adverse developments attributable to mismanagement 
and shortsightedness led to relatively local and national, or at most regional, harm, but 
the threats in the world today are more systemic, totalistic, and often difficult to reverse 
or correct. Such issues as land use, pesticides, herbicides, soil preservation, genetically 
modified foods, and agricultural productivity suggest how crucial it has become to plan in 
a time frame that is as sensitive as possible to the precautionary principle as it applies to risk 
taking, and thus relates to all aspects of food policy. Adverse health conditions, facilitating 
zoonotic transfers of a deadly virus from animals to humans also reflects disregard of 
natural surroundings, which are depriving wild animals of their normal habitats, bringing 
them into ever closer contact with people and city food markets, facilitating disease vectors.

4- Normative
In considering these broad issues of risk and choice in a food context we encounter a 
distinctive array of normative concerns of an ethical, legal, and even spiritual character. 
At issue most basically is the way humanity interacts with nature. Modernity, with its 
vision of progress resting on science and technology, regarded the natural surrounding as 
a series of venues useful for exploitation to enrich human society materially. That path 
brought segments of humanity many interim benefits and pleasures, but it also set in 
motion trends that over time have produced the current bio-ethical crisis that challenges, 
as never before, the future wellbeing and even survival of the human species. It is relevant 
especially in this circumstance of bio-ethical crisis to alter our way of seeing so that it 
encompasses ecological wellbeing and social justice in addition to human comfort and 
longevity. It is my belief that this kind of ecological/ethical consciousness as an alternative 
to anthropocentric orientations will provide human society with benefits of a spiritual 
nature that go significantly beyond meeting the materialist challenges of human existence. 
If this is so, it would reenchant the human experience with meaning and purpose in ways 
that the great religions did in the past, and not link human happiness so closely, and now 
dangerously, with materialist satisfactions.

Food, health, and agriculture provide the vital linkages between this search for more 
harmonious forms of coexistence between nature and human experience, as well as respect 
for the carrying capacity of the earth.  Pre-modern societies often achieved this equilibrium 
either by design or automatically, but lost this capability with the advent of modernity. 
Translating such a vision of humane equilibrium into practical policies is the proper 
work of specialists and those who are attuned both to ethical and ecological imperatives. 
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Enlightened guidance will fail unless leaders in all spheres of collective existence become 
themselves more receptive to such knowledge, and begin to be held accountable by popular 
will, reinforced by activism and education. The proper attunement to the balance of 
material, ethical, ecological, and spiritual concerns is always subject to this complex 
interplay of human activity with limits on the carrying capacity of the earth. Equitable 
burden-sharing is also essential in awakening public consciousness to the changing 
priorities of our historical moment.

Preliminary data collected during COVID-19 reveals a disturbing correlation between 
susceptibility to the disease and those segments of society that are impoverished or 
members of communities disfavored because of race, ethnicity, and religion. This pattern 
was especially evident in the slums of large cities, which experienced a disproportionately 
much higher number of fatalities. Such findings raised issues of social justice and human 
rights, bearing on equal protection of the rights to health and the right to life.

A Concluding Plea
Pointing toward a desired reconciliation between ecological imperatives, world health, 
and the fulfillment of the right to food requires attention, commitment, and resources, as 
well as the exertions of moral and political imagination. From such a perspective I offer 
these suggestions:

-- applying the precautionary principle in all policymaking arenas with an awareness of 
the need to reconcile food and agricultural policy with ecological imperatives, as well as to 
emphasize preventive responses and discontinue excessive reliance on reactive approaches 
and crisis management;

-- identifying the obstacles to such a reconciliation with a stress on the human as 
distinct from the national, on the ecological as distinct from the anthropocentric, on 
the intermediate and long-term as distinct from the short-term, all the while giving due 
attention given to climate justice and universal health coverage for everyone;

-- without minimizing the magnitude of the challenges or the resistance of the obstacles, 
I find hope in ‘a politics of impossibility’; many historical developments, including the 
collapse of colonialism, the dismantling of apartheid in South Africa and the sudden 
implosion of repressive communism in Soviet Russia demonstrate that ‘the impossible 
happens’ in real life even when unanticipated. As a result, the fact that the future is 
uncertain creates opportunities as well as responsibilities. As to what seems impossible, 
yet desirable and necessary, can still be made more likely to happen through concerted 
struggle, undoubtedly mostly as responsive to movements from below, from peoples not 
elites or governments. Such is our situation; such is our hope.
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REFLECTIONS FROM THE UK ON 
COVID-19 AND OUR FOOD SYSTEMS
Geoff TANSEY*

Merhaba, hello, I have been asked to give you my personal reflections from the UK about 
COVID-19 and in particular about its implications for food and agriculture in our food 
systems. Overall, we have not done well in Britain. Latest confirmed figures just after mid-
May 2020 show almost 35,000 people have died, many of them in care homes, but the 
total death toll is expected to be considerably higher, with Britain having the highest death 
toll in Europe at the moment. Frankly, it is all rather depressing situation. One person in 
our household is in the extremely vulnerable category and should be shielded from outside 
contact so we are all self-isolating till at least the end of June, which we are also doing to 
protect her. Friends are doing food shopping for us local shops and bakers and sometimes 
supermarkets, and three times in the last seven weeks I have driven a short distance to a 
nearby town to friends who have bought shopping for us there and they have put it in the 
boot of the car at a safe distance. We are fortunate to have a large garden and, of course, 
I have done more gardening and cooking. But I think the big lesson is that we in Britain 
at least were not well prepared enough to deal with a pandemic, despite warnings and 
despite having time from the first outbreak in China to take more action sooner than was 
taken. There seems perhaps to have been a sense that it was not going to affect us much 
here. Indeed, some people talk of a sense of British exceptionalism with a kind of nostalgia 
from our imperial past and focus on past victories in the First and Second World Wars. 

Now I would like to show you 
a slide I usually show at the end 
of talks I give – and if you were 
at the 2019 conference you may 
have seen this.

Here is a picture of the Earth 
from space. In 1972 it was the 
first time we had ever seen it. 
Now wherever we are, whichever 
country we live in, whichever 
belief system we follow, it seems 
to me this is the big picture of 
what we should call home. It is 

a stunningly beautiful, amazingly diverse planet on which there are many peoples with 
much diversity in cultures, abilities to live in different environments and cuisines. What 
is global is local and what is local is increasingly global. And this has never been clearer 

*Curator of Food Systems Academy; Member of Food Ethics Council; UK. geoff@tansey.org.uk
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than from this pandemic, which originated in one place in one country and has become 
global and affected everybody in some way or another. We also need to have a long-term 
perspective. As an individual each of us probably has a 200-year personal stake in what 
happens on this home of ours. Looking back to our grandparents or forward to that of 
our or our friends’ grandchildren. 

Now the last global pandemic on this scale was in 1918 after the First World War and it 
killed more people than in that war. And a few people are still alive who remember that, 
very few.

What was clear, and many governments had, and our government had, at the top of its list 
of concerns, was that another pandemic would happen. Just no one knew when. 

Yet when it came despite, carrying out an exercise in Britain in October 2016 to show the 
things that needed to be done to prepare for future pandemics and having some time to 
prepare we were not sufficiently prepared in the UK. 

Now both domestically in the UK and in the world there is a great deal of inequality. And 
whilst this virus can infect anybody, in an unequal world the inequalities show up more 
clearly in the impact of both the disease itself and the measures taken to deal with it and 
how they impact on different people, falling hardest on the poorest, migrants, different 
ethnic groups, and so on.

In Britain, when the government started to talk about a lockdown and confining people 
to their homes there was what was said to be panic buying in supermarkets. This is when 
people stocked up on food, realizing they were going to have to cook for themselves and 
eat all their food at home – something that Tim Lang, professor of food policy at City 
University, London, says could also have be seen as sensible preparation, something that 
they never expected and probably did not have the stuff in the house to cope with. But 
it was the better off people who could afford to stock up and stripped the shelves so that 
some people, including some of those who are working in the health service, who were 
poorly paid or don’t have access or capacity to stock up who were left short. 

Suddenly, too, the supermarkets were handed both a huge challenge and an enormous 
financial bonanza. Their sales rose dramatically as the government shut down the entire 
hospitality sector or foodservice sector which served in 2018 nearly 8 billion meals which 
cost over £50 billion through around 250,000 outlets using £11 billion worth of raw 
materials. Overnight this had a huge impact on many specialist producers, small businesses 
geared up to supplying the catering trade, butchers, bakers, fruit and veg suppliers, seafood 
producers and many more. Some had to restructure themselves to try and become delivery 
businesses to households – a large challenge if you were basically used to selling in catering 
pack sizes.

It also became clear that the migrant labour that the fruit and vegetable sector in particular 
relies on and has relied on to pick the harvests was a major problem and that produce may 
well get left in the fields unpicked. It is also true in other parts of Europe. Now there were 
attempts to recruit many British people into the labour market to pick fruit and vegetables 
in the fields – but in many cases both the skills were lacking and the willingness to work in 
the poorly paid and difficult living conditions in which migrant workers were expected to 
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work and which were clearly unable to meet the needs for social distancing –better called 
physical distancing – required to minimize the spread of the disease.

We’d already seen in Britain in the last decade a huge increase in household food insecurity 
and the use of charitable groups to feed people going hungry through a hugely expanded 
network of food banks, normally run by many volunteers, many of whom were in the 
most at risk category being elderly and over 70 and told to stay at home.

As well as impacting most of the elderly population, of whom I am now one, COVID-19 
also affects people with underlying health conditions such as diabetes, heart problems, and 
cancer many of which are dietary-related and affect the least affluent most.

Now in Britain we very much eat the world, with about 50% of the food we consume 
coming from outside the country – around 30% from the European Union and another 
11% from deals that we currently have through trade deals through the EU, which will 
have to be replaced by subsequent trade deals now we have left the EU following Brexit. 
And while our self-sufficiency rate in cereals is 62%, 75% in red meat, 77% in dairy it is 
only 23% in fruit and vegetables. 

We produce very little fruit and vegetables in the UK. We use very little of the land that 
we have despite having the capacity to do so – with less than 3% of land used for crops 
devoted to fresh vegetables and less than 1% to fresh fruit. 

Supermarkets have adopted a just-in-time system borrowed from the Toyota manufacturing 
system with just-in-time deliveries. They do not have major stocks; they do not have huge 
warehouses. They have been able to increase supplies over the last few weeks and are now 
more or less as far as we can tell meeting demand – although I cannot really tell because 
I have not been out there to look. But it is really quite a fragile system, the links in it are 
long and tenuous and COVID-19 has really exposed the fragility in this system and the 
inequalities. And in the midst of this pandemic out comes a book by Tim Lang called 
Feeding Britain: our food problems and how to fix them which takes a detailed look at this 
current system that we have in Britain.

I have an interview with him on my blog, which I encourage you to listen to because I do 
not have time to go into it here. As well as describing and discussing the system, he looks 
at 12 very interconnected problems in it and how dealing with them shows why you really 
need to think about the bigger system reform to fix what’s going wrong in our food system 
not just in Britain but globally.

And so I really would like to step back from thinking just about Britain or you just thinking 
about Turkey – a country I greatly enjoyed living and working in but which has undergone 
huge changes in its food and farming systems as far as I can tell since I first went to Turkey 
in the late 1970s. Then I think it was basically a food self-sufficient possibly food exporting 
country and now I believe you have quite a high level of imports – you have many fewer 
farmers, you are building on a lot of good agricultural, really good, agricultural land. We 
really need to stand back, whether we are looking at this from a British or a Turkish or 
an American or Indian or whatever point of view, at the impact of COVID-19 and ask 
what kind of world do we want after this upheaval. Do we have the ways of governing the 
world, the kind of research and development focus, the kind of farming systems, fairness 

https://geofftansey.wordpress.com/2020/05/10/feeding-britain-our-food-problems-and-how-to-fix-them/
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in our societies that will enable everyone to eat well, which is what we need if we are going 
to have healthy fair sustainable food systems in the future?

About 10 years ago the Food Ethics Council of which I am currently a member set up a 
commission on food and fairness to produce a report called food justice. In that we talked 
about three elements of food justice: fair shares, fair play and fair say, within our food 
systems and within our societies. 

Now fair shares is about equality of outcome so that it is differences in wellbeing – our 
health, wealth and happiness – that determines if a given state of affairs is fair. Fair play 
is about there being equality of opportunity so everyone has equal access to the means to 
bring about favourable and desired outcomes. Fair say is about ensuring everyone has a 
reason to lead lives they have reason to value and have a voice and are able to participate 
in shaping the decisions that affect their lives.

I think if we use food as a lens at which to look at the world – as Carolyn Steel does in 
a recent book “Sitopia: how food can save the world” we can see how far away we are 
from having a fair and peaceful world. I have also got an interview with her on my blog 
I encourage you to listen to. 

Now government systems are often stuck in silos, with different departments finding it 
difficult to work across those silos. In the UK, as Tim Lang points out, we have very many 
different bodies government bodies looking at different aspects of the food system and 
it is the same in the United Nations system. They can become competitors looking after 
their own turf rather than cooperative structures focused around key problems and able 
to manage the key private actors that increasingly shape what goes on today.

Now COVID-19 has shown, however, that the world’s governments can respond to a 
global threat, when that threat is acute and immediate. However, it has also show the 
inadequacy of current political leadership in many countries around the world either in 
downplaying and not taking seriously the threat, or failing to rise to the need for the level 
of international cooperation and transparency that you need to effectively deal globally 
with this pandemic. Or to support those global institutions that we need to be effective 
in looking after health, food, environment, such as the World Health Organisation and 
Food and Agriculture Organisation of the UN.

Yet there are bigger and more devastating threats to our future likely to undermine the 
capacity of our food systems to deliver sustainability, environmentally and ecologically 
sound, continuing supplies of food. And the two in particular climate destabilization, due 
to climate change induced by fossil fuel consumption over the past couple of centuries 
and its continued use today, as well as the massive loss of biodiversity both globally in wild 
systems and in our agricultural systems - when our challenge is to ensure biodiversity is 
enhanced from the seeds to the fields to the foods so a more heterogeneous food system 
can actually be more resilient in the face of climate destabilization and also be an element 
in addressing that. Now these are slow-moving earth-changing pandemics but without 
the immediate consequences that we see through COVID-19. 

It could be a wake-up call if we do not go back to the structures that we have before and 
see this is a time for change. And one of the big changes I think we need - which I also did 
a blog about recently called “It’s time to turn swords into ploughshares, bombs into bread, 

https://geofftansey.wordpress.com/2020/05/15/sitopia-how-food-can-save-the-world-an-interview-with-carolyn-steel/
https://geofftansey.wordpress.com/2020/04/23/its-time-to-turn-swords-into-ploughshares-bombs-into-bread-and-soldiers-into-good-samaritans/
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and soldiers into good Samaritans” - please have a look at it - is that we really do need to 
re-focus where we spend both the money and the scientific and technical resources we use 
on the planet away from spending on military activities which are totally inadequate to 
address the viral pandemic, or global climate change, or biodiversity loss. 

So what if we had an annual 10% switch of funding from military spending in every 
country in every year from 2021 onwards and use that to address these other challenges 
and to move funding into the kind of cooperative responses we need, then we will stand 
a much greater chance of getting through this century without massive conflicts and 
suffering. We could use the operational, tactical, logical, organizational skills that you do 
see in the military and turn them from forces for war into forces for peace, humanitarian 
assistance and disaster response.

But we also need to build on the positive things we have seen from COVID-19 across the 
world. People have not turned on each other but rather have sought to help one another, 
they have stepped up here in the UK where three quarters of a million people volunteered 
to assist the National Health Service, thousands of people are active in ensuring people do 
not go hungry during this period, local groups not just in Britain but around the world 
are seeing that by acting together cooperatively they can provide mutual aid and assistance 
within their local communities and networks. Now these are positives, which need to be 
built upon following this terrible experience, despite the inadequacy of so much so-called 
global ‘leadership’.

One of the things that COVID-19 has so clearly shown is who are the real key essential 
workers if we want to keep society going. They are the people who ensure food reaches us 
from field to fork, from sea to shore. They are the people who move food around, deliver 
health services, enable travel to happen and transport systems to function to keep the key 
services going. These people have traditionally been undervalued and poorly rewarded for 
what they do. Food is the only part of our environment that we have to consume every 
day in a healthy way to maintain ourselves as functioning human beings.

Now for a country like the UK which relies upon so much of the world to feed it and 
whose current government response seems to be leave it to the rest of the world to feed us 
with whatever we need and we will not bother to produce it ourselves even when we could 
do so. The big question is, in this unequal world is that a position that is fair and ethical 
for the future? What is the fair share of resources we can use individually and nationally 
when so many have very little and need more? What is fair play, who has a fair share and 
fair say in what happens here in the UK, in Turkey, in all countries when we take a global 
perspective on our planetary home? 

Now one other positive thing to emerge from this dreadful pandemic is the interest it has 
generated, not just in Britain but in many countries, in the core question of how do we 
feed all people well, sustainably, fairly and a recognition that we are not doing that now. 
The push for change is coming from the bottom up, from individuals, from grass roots 
organisations. In the UK, the government is not yet being clear about which direction it 
wants our food system to go when combining how to address post Brexit and COVID-19. 
Much depends upon how it understands food security around which there is considerable 
debate, fuelled by this bottom up push.

https://geofftansey.wordpress.com/2020/04/23/its-time-to-turn-swords-into-ploughshares-bombs-into-bread-and-soldiers-into-good-samaritans/
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Research by HUBBUB has shown many people’s attitudes to food are changing in the UK 
since COVID-19 lockdown. They found most people’s shopping or cooking habits had 
changed since the lockdown, that over half said they valued food more since the restrictions 
started, and just under half the respondents were throwing away less food and just under 
half of 16-24-year-old saw the lockdown as an opportunity to improve their cooking skills. 

The Food Talks run by the Food Ethics Council and others – which are now happening 
virtually – are also just one part of a push for a refocus post COVID-19 and you can access 
the reports from the Council’s website. 

 It will be an uphill struggle, as the failure of the UK’s latest Agriculture Bill illustrates 
through its failure to address food as Tim Lang points out, but it is a struggle that must go 
on, both in the UK and worldwide if we are to deal with the slow-moving earth-changing 
pandemics of climate change and biodiversity loss and ensure that there is a fair share of 
food for everyone on our stunning home planet. The good news is that more and more 
people across the world are realizing the need for fundamental change and that the post 
COVID-19 time might be the best chance for it in a generation. 

https://www.hubbub.org.uk/Blog/how-has-covid-19-changed-our-eating-habits
https://www.foodethicscouncil.org/resource/foodtalks-from-emergency-to-recovery/
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COVID-19 AS A MORAL STRESS TEST 
OF AGRICULTURAL SYSTEMS
Bart GREMMEN*

In only a few months’ time the COVID-19 outbreak led to a severe global crisis. The health 
systems of many countries were heavily loaded and sometimes failed to offer support to 
patients in need. The virus and especially the policy measures taken to control the virus 
have had severe consequences for all the vital systems in society. In most countries the 
lock down measures led to an abrupt and complete halt of industrial production systems, 
entertainment industry and public life in general. In most cases agricultural systems in the 
European Union still managed to deliver products to the market but they were also tested 
by the virus and the policy measures. 

In my view the COVID-19 crisis not only reveals technical or economic weak points 
of agricultural systems but also a number of immoral aspects. In this paper I will use 
care ethics as a diagnostic tool to analyze the moral results of the COVID-19 stress 
test in agricultural systems. First, I will explain why care ethics, originally developed in 
health care systems, is a suitable ethical theory to analyze agricultural systems. Secondly, 
I will focus on different problems about agricultural products and about labor problems 
in agricultural production systems. Finally, I will comment on health and well-being 
problems of European agricultural systems made more visible by the magnifying glass of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

In 2020 only a small part of the European population still works on farms. As a result, 
consumers and citizens are no longer involved in farming. In particular, the ever-increasing 
scale provokes discussion and resistance. Opponents of intensive farming argue that for 
modern farmers only economic values are important. I reject this position because it not 
only polarizes the discussion, but also blames the farmers for their irresponsible behavior. 
In contrast I look for the normative principles of farming, taking the concerns in society 
as a starting point. My proposal is to reserve the term “careful” for a modernly equipped 
farm that guarantees, on the one hand, the careful handling of plants and animals entrusted 
to this sector by society and, on the other hand, guarantees the accurate and precise 
observance of professional values. 

Care ethics originated in the context of health care where medical ethics had been developed 
by doctors. However, the nursing and care of patients is broader and that is why care ethics 
was initially developed by nurses. Care ethics takes ‘caring’ as its starting point. Health 
care ethics is specific to a patient as a client and has to do with great vulnerability, with 
questions and situations that can be very intrusive in a person’s life. Where other ethical 

*Prof. Dr.; Professor of Ethics in Life Sciences, Philosophy Group at the Wageningen University;                  
Netherlands. bart.gremmen@wur.nl
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perspectives emphasize rights and obligations, the ethics of care focuses on values ​​that are 
important for maintaining and flourishing care relationships. Examples are: involvement, 
dependence, and responsibility. 

Care ethics always sees the care relation as part of a network, a network of responsibilities. 
It is not only about the responsibilities of the care recipient and care provider towards each 
other, but also about the responsibilities of everyone else who is involved in one way or 
another with the care relationship: that of colleagues, the family, the institutions. In other 
words, the context is very important for care ethics.

Although care ethics has emerged within health care, it can also be used in other sectors. 
In fact, it focuses on any caring action. The question now is not whether but how care 
ethics applies to farming, because there people take care of soils, plants and animals that are 
entrusted by society to the care of farming. The important difference with patients, however, 
is that these soils, plants and animals do not entrust themselves to the care of farming. 
Keeping animals requires continuous care in the double sense of the word care: care for and 
worry about. Good farming is a matter of endless care, in various shapes and sizes. Care for is 
always accompanied by concerns about the health of that one cow, about the price of the pig 
feed, about the risks of that necessary new investment. Although care is firmly embedded in 
economic activity, it does not necessarily imply the primacy of the economy. Economy does 
not precede care, but care is a substantial part of the farming economy. In this way, care and 
the economy are not opposed to each other, but are two sides of the same coin.

Farming receives its ‘license to produce’ from society. I therefore argue not for developing a 
care ethic for farming, but for developing a caring farming. Like patients in a hospital or care 
institution, soils, plants and animals are also depended entirely on their caregivers for water, 
shelter, safety, food, welfare and health care. The vulnerability and dependence of soils, plants 
and animals is the starting point for caring farming. It is not only about their survival, but 
especially about the quality of their existence. It is important to realize that caring farming 
must always be improved and that it is not flawless. Good care requires the efforts of all those 
involved: citizens, consumers, social organizations and governments. 

In my view the COVID-19 outbreak can be interpreted as a stress test of European agricultural 
systems, putting caring farming to the test. COVID-19 has exposed a range of issues with our 
food supply system, what we eat, and how little we care about all of this. I want to describe 
a few of these issues and analyze them by using care ethics as a diagnostic tool.

But first, what do we mean by agricultural systems? Agriculture can be defined as the 
technical transformation of living material into plant and animal products, in which life 
processes play an essential role. Agricultural products enter our body, which is why farming, 
as a kind of interface, provides a sharp distinction between the (outside) world of nature 
and the (inside) world of humans. In this way we are included in larger systems and part of 
many cycles. The products in farming are organic, while in all other technical practices the 
products are inorganic. Without a doubt, agriculture is the most crucial human activity on 
earth. Farmers don’t just take care of plants and animals, but they do this to let us survive as 
human species. Without agriculture we would be forced to collect the limited food that is 
available in nature again. Although we can survive without some agricultural products, like 
meat, our culture depends entirely on the consumption of plant and animal based products. 
In this way the plants and animals “take care” of us.
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At the start of the COVID-19 lock down measures there were almost no problems with the 
agricultural systems in Europe. Supermarkets remained open and almost all food products 
were available. Because all restaurants, hotels and canteens were closed, an important part 
of the demand suddenly collapsed. Especially fresh products, like vegetables, meat and fish, 
but also more expensive products, like wine, had to be stored. After only a few months the 
storage capacity was exhausted. This resulted in the destruction of crops and the killing of 
animals. Some farmers plowed their fields of lettuce, red wine was used to produce pure 
alcohol, and pigs were euthanized. These measures are the opposite of good care giving. 
Apart from practical solutions to these storage problems, the causes of these problems lie 
in the nature of agricultural products. Compared to an industrial production process, soils, 
plants and animals keep on producing: you cannot turn them off like machines. Agriculture 
products are natural products.

Nature is not only a certain category that expresses the separation between man and the 
surrounding natural world, but is also a function of a normative standard (if something is 
unnatural, it is not good) that guides change and sets the limits of our control over it. There 
is a symbiosis between people and domestic plants and animals in farming, as a result of 
which we can regard farming as a kind of “second” nature. Intensive farming practices turned 
this second nature in some parts of Europe into areas with a very dense animal population. 
The map of Northern Italy and the South of the Netherlands show very high emissions 
from livestock. This map coincides with a map showing high amounts of severe COVID-19 
patients in Europe. This example is not about the consequences of the pandemic, but about 
the consequences of livestock farming. Further research will have to reveal in more detail 
the relations between the COVID-19 virus and areas densely populated with production 
animals. In general it has become clear that too many production animals in a relatively small 
area are a danger for public health. We need to reduce our production animals and switch 
to more sustainable and circular agricultural systems.

In farming, plants and animals are not only a production goal but also a means of production. 
An important difference between artefacts and animals and plants is that until now we have 
not designed the products in farming ourselves through a blueprint on the drawing board, 
and they function relatively autonomously as means of production. In farming, the products 
produce themselves. They have, however, been transformed from natural organisms into 
domesticated organisms. The farmer is the one who takes care of living things at the farm, 
also the one who always, with the help of technology, makes a selection from everything 
that lives. This turns the farmer, also in his or her modern role as manager, from someone 
who reproduces life to someone who produces life. In farming, people only provide the 
preconditions by hard work, often aided by machines. Because good care requires the efforts 
of all those involved, it is important to take good care of all people working in agricultural 
systems. The COVID-19 pandemic clearly shows that some of these people, the migrant 
workers, are treated in a bad way.

Many thousands of migrant workers were shown to be living in horrendous conditions on 
European farms. These farms provide large amounts of fruit and vegetables for the European 
market. Also many workers in slaughterhouses all over Europe have been contaminated by 
the virus. At work it is impossible for them to keep the appropriate distance. For how long 
can we keep turning a blind eye to the way in which the people providing our food are 
treated? We have a moral obligation to ensure we don’t purchase from these supply chains. 
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Due to lack of labor the harvests of European countries are at risk. Many East European 
migrant workers cannot travel due to COVID-19. People in West European countries cannot 
be motivated to replace the immigrant workers. They don’t show up in the numbers needed 
because it involves back breaking work for minimum wages. In my view the solution is moral 
leadership in our governments and our food and farming industries. Most importantly we 
need a consumer’s revolution, where we all realize that cheap food comes as a price which 
we simply can’t afford to pay.

What are consumers and citizens concerned about? Since social values ​​are combinations of 
rational arguments and emotions, taking social concerns about farming seriously requires 
more than just a rational answer. It is about developing an ethic that includes people’s 
concerns about farming. In summary, the most important social values ​​in farming are food 
security, public health, food quality, animal welfare, and sustainability. These values ​​are not 
under discussion in the societal debate about farming. The debate is about the demarcation 
of those values ​​in relation to each other and the further interpretation of these values. So 
the concerns are not about the behavior of individual farmers. It is about the way in which 
values, which can count on broad political support, are translated into farming. The most 
import concern is about public health. Q fever and bird flu cause concern about public 
health among citizens. 

The Western world’s health and well-being has become fragile due to diet. For example, 
data indicate that around 75 percent of patients suffering from COVID-19 and admitted 
to Intensive Care Units were either overweight or obese. Patients with type 2 diabetes and 
metabolic syndrome might have to up 10 times greater risk of death when they contract 
COVID-19.  The impact of an unhealthy diet will have cost our countries dearly. South 
Korea has fared rather well against the pandemic in a number of reports. This country has 
one of the lowest rates of obesity in the world. For me it is clear that massive interventions 
are needed by governments to prevent the massive production of hyper processed junk food 
that feeds so many and is, in effect, killing them. 

I come to a conclusion. This paper about the consequences for agricultural systems of the 
COVID-19 outbreak and the policy decisions taken, not only shows a vital and unique 
European agricultural production system, it also shows a number of ethical problems. It 
means that our agricultural systems are also sick: they contain moral weak spots. 

In farming there is no distinction between production process and product. In contrast to 
practices in which people or machines make the products, agricultural products produce 
themselves. This very quickly leads to overproduction and destruction of valuable agricultural 
products. Although there is a lot of hunger in many parts of the world, there are no 
mechanisms in place to provide these people with this food left over.

We cannot immediately abandon irresponsible agricultural processes and products in the way 
we can abandon irresponsible technological processes and products. The ethically unique 
status of farming also means that the mainstream ethical approach to farming cannot be 
simply applied to the agricultural and food context. It requires strengthening the ethical 
agenda in the domain of agriculture and rethinking the morality of our agricultural systems.
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IS THE PROBLEM MERELY “RURAL”?
Erdem AK*

Agriculture and food sector is a focus of interest for everyone. Surprisingly though, the 
structural problems in the field of agriculture (food), which constitutes a matter of future/
life, are mostly overlooked or no effort is put to recommend relevant solutions. As a 
traditional power of agricultural production, Turkey has experienced a serious breakaway 
from agriculture and production during the recent years. 

Our country is going through all the troubles a developing country would go through 
and it cannot use the capacity and potential it holds with regards to agriculture at a 
sufficient level. The issue of agriculture, which should be a concern for the entire society, 
is mostly left to its own devices and, consequently, it is reduced to be a problem merely of 
people who are engaged in agriculture and of rural. In fact, agriculture is of high strategic 
importance and the Covid-19 pandemic has reminded us the meaning and importance 
of it. So, are the problems of agriculture/rural being brought up for discussion now or are 
the recommended solutions being taken into consideration by the authorities after all?

The Present Situation and Importance of Agriculture
I always think that we are the members of a “forlorn society”. Actually, this is true for most 
parts of the world. If it were not, would more than 800 million people suffer from severe 
hunger in a world that has the potential and know-how to feed twice more people than 
its population of 7 billion? When we add 2 billion people who are on the edge of falling 
victim to hunger on top of that, we get almost 3 billion “forlorn” people. Despite other 
forms of deprivation and poverty, how can we explain the failure in accessing food – which 
is the most fundamental right? 

According to the Article 25, Clause 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
which was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on 10 December 1948, 
“Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of 
himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary 
social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, 
widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.” (1) 
What is the reality and rationale of this statement?

Agriculture provides products and raw materials to other important sectors such as food 
and clothing. On the other hand, agriculture, the oldest production area in the world, 
has lost much reputation in recent years. As a result of the intensive use of scientific 
knowledge and technology, production models and structure of operation and capital in 
agriculture started to change rapidly. While on the one hand the production diversity, 

*Member of the Agricultural and Food Ethics Association (TARGET); Turkey, Publisher of HasatTürk 
Newspaper; erdem.ak1@hotmail.com
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product mobility and overall efficiency have improved in agriculture; social, economic, 
ecological and ethical problems have increased on the other.

Rural Development
It is essential to consider rural development as a prerequisite of leading a civilized and 
dignified life. Rural development, by the simplest definition, refers to “the actions taken 
for the sake of the economic, cultural and social development of the people living in rural 
areas”. This means the concept of rural development encompasses cultural and social issues 
as well as economic ones. Yet, it is an undeniable fact that the cultural and social framework 
is mostly shaped by economic issues and conditions. For example, a low-income person/
family has to meet their need for food and shelter in the first place. She/he will spend on 
other needs in proportion to her/his remaining money, which usually does not have much 
left. Being one of the poorest segments of our society, rural people are bound to increase 
their income in order to be able to spend money for social and cultural expenses. 

The Present Situation and Importance of Agriculture in Turkey
The first population census of the young Turkish Republic was taken on 28 October 1927. 
According to the census, the population count of the Republic of Turkey was 13.648.270. 
The census showed that 20% of the population lived in urban areas while 80% inhabited 
rural regions (2). By the end of 2018, the population of our country surpassed 82 million, 
with more than 90% of it living in urban areas (3). When an approximate number of 4 
million immigrants and refugees living in our country and nearly 40 million tourists (4) 
is added on top of that formal count of population, there is a Turkish agricultural sector 
that provides food for so many people and millions of other living creatures domestically. 
Apart from that, the Turkish agricultural sector is also a sector that exports products to 
other countries and provides raw materials to the industry. In other words, the agricultural 
sector is vital in terms of employment, raw material production, importation, exportation 
and food security. 

Those who are over 40 would remember the phrase frequently articulated especially in 
schools: “Turkey is one of the seven countries that are self-sufficient.” This phrase has 
always been told to emphasize the power of our country in agricultural production. Today, 
our country ranks between 7th and 10th among all the countries in the world in terms of 
agricultural production power, according to different ranking systems (5).

It can be said that Turkey is a traditional agricultural country. Among the most concrete 
indicators of this situation are the topics discussed in the 1st Izmir Economy Congress 
held on 17 February 1923 before the proclamation of the Republic and the profile of its 
participants. The Congress involved farmers as well and their problems were addressed. 
After the Congress, which can be regarded as the first important study of planned 
development, many policies and projects have been developed and implemented for rural 
development. The young Turkish Republic experienced a rapid development thanks to 
the steps taken in the areas of government support, education, infrastructure, finance, 
industry etc. For example, abolition of the “Ashar tax”** was a big step within the scope 
of governmental support. During this period, our agricultural production increased and 
made significant contributions to other sectors.

** t.n. a traditional tithe taken from agricultural production in the Ottoman Empire.
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Agriculture has always been on the agenda of Turkey as an important component of 
planned development. However, especially during the recent years, agricultural sector has 
been underrated. While the share of agricultural sector in the Gross National Product 
(GNP) was over 40% during the first years of the Republic (for example, it was 44,7% 
in 1925), it decreased to 5,9% in 2019 (6). It is possible to assume that 80% of the rural 
population was employed in agricultural sector in 1927. Today, the employment rate of 
agriculture has fallen below 20%. (7).

Production is meaningful and rational as long as it yields return. In order to ensure 
sustainable agricultural production, it is essential that the producers earn money from 
what they do. Producers will keep their lands and continue producing as long as they make 
money out of it.  As long as they earn, the other shareholders in the sector will continue 
earning. Otherwise, it is hard to talk about the possibility of a balanced, planned and 
sustainable future for a sector in which the very people who deserve to earn cannot do so. 
Turkish agricultural sector is now facing such a problem. On the other hand, trying to 
bridge the agricultural output gap with importation is a method that would just produce 
band-aid solutions and save the day. This kind of an approach would merely delay and 
aggravate the problems.

There is plenty of structural problems in the Turkish agriculture. Land division, scale of 
the enterprises, infrastructure problems, organization of the labor, and average age of the 
people who are engaged in agriculture are a few of the matters of concern. These problems 
are brought forward from time to time by various people. Sometimes solutions are offered 
and relevant policies are implemented. However, we do not have a single structural problem 
that has been solved fundamentally so far. Partial and temporary solutions may come up 
with other problems after a while.

Ahmet Atalık, the former Chairman of the Chamber of Agricultural Engineers (Union of 
Chambers of Turkish Engineers and Architects) made a statement to the press emphasizing: 
“A farmer in the USA earns 29.000 USD; a farmer in France earns 19.500 USD, a farmer 
in Germany earns 19.125 USD and a Spanish farmer earns 17.895 USD a year. On the 
other hand, the annual earning of a Turkish farmer is 3.380 USD.” (8). In order for these 
figures to mean something, we need to examine the distribution of the national income 
in different countries: in 2018, per capita income was more than 59.000 USD in the USA 
and 44.000 USD in Germany while the per capita income in Turkey was around 10.000 
USD. When the calculations are based on the principle of fair distribution of income, 
things become much more complicated. The farmers all around the world earn as much 
as half of the national income per capita calculated for their country. In Turkey, however, 
things are different; a Turkish farmer barely earns one third of the declared national income 
per capita. Therefore, Turkish farmers are not able to earn enough income. Based on this, it 
is obvious that being an “agricultural production power” is not very meaningful on its own.

Another hot topic in agricultural sector is the increase in input costs. The costs of major 
inputs like fertilizer, pesticide, fuel, feed, equipment etc. are on a steady rise. Price increases 
in inputs are mostly explained by the dependence on foreign currency. Factories that 
produce agricultural inputs like fertilizer, feed etc. are seemingly domestic producers. 
However, even the raw materials used by these factories are imported; meaning that this 
type of domestic production is also dependent on importation. So, in a country with a 
fragile economy like ours, fluctuations in the exchange rates push up the input costs, which 
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is a persistent problem we face. Due to the nature of economy, foreign/domestic companies 
that produce agricultural inputs would not want to make a loss and consequently use this 
increase in costs as a way of earning profit. From the viewpoint of those companies, all 
seems fair. However, the price here is paid by the producer at first and by the consumer 
afterwards.

Turkish farmers not having a say in or the power to negotiate over the input costs, the only 
way for them to make money is to sell their products at prices that would surpass the total 
amount of costs. Is it possible? Theoretically, yes; but practically, no! We can comprehend 
this impossibility in statements, researches and reports. Besides, in the agricultural and food 
market which is highly organized in our era, the bargaining power of the small producers is 
quite limited. Turkish farmers has failed to adequately organized through cooperatives or 
unions and they have absolute dependence on others not only for purchasing agricultural 
inputs but also for selling their products. At the end of the day, the problem of not being 
able to earn money draws the producers away from the production itself. 

Mostly unorganized, Turkish farmers do not have the power to determine the price of the 
goods they produce. A person who cannot afford to produce a product would not keep 
on producing that. Instead, they would want to produce something else or choose another 
profession. The farmers will try other products instead of the product that they cannot 
make a profit. Agricultural production is closely associated with the nature. The conditions 
in that region, to a large extent, determine the production pattern and quantity. The 
interventions and methods apart from that are mostly linked to monetary power. Producers 
who have enough money can spend as much as they want to produce. In contrast, many 
farmers who already live on scarcity are not able to spend much money for production.

During recent years, producers have resorted to abandoning production as a solution to 
their problems. The most solid proof of that is the decline in the ratio of the people living 
in rural areas (down to 8%) and the rate of agricultural employment dropping below 
20%. In addition, the mean age of agricultural producers has increased up to 52. This 
shift indicates the fact that “the younger generation” is not much interested in agricultural 
production and they tend to migrate to the cities.

Today, the escape from the agriculture, and hence from the rural, brings along other 
problems than the abandonment of production and food security. The perceptual charm 
and possibilities of the city, especially the economic ones, continue to bleed the countryside. 
Besides, waves of rural-urban migration aggravate the problems of the cities as they are 
mostly unplanned. This reality should also be taken into consideration while discussing the 
issues of agriculture as it will bring along additional problems of migration, employment, 
production, food security, education, safety, sheltering etc. 

COVID-19 Pandemic

Humanity has been struggling with a new pandemic in the past couple of months. People 
in a number of countries are trying to live under the extraordinary rules and conditions 
brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. We have “new normals” in our lives as some 
pertinently articulate. From now on, we will be talking about the place and value the new 
normals will hold in the future instead of the normalization of our lives. In other words, 
even if we are aware of this or not, “a new age” has begun.
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What does this new age mean and necessitate? We need to start to answer with the words 
of Mevlana:

“All gone,

with the day

Whatever related to yesterday

Now Dear, new things

it is time to say…”

Humanity has achieved unprecedented scientific and technological advancements in the 
last century. There is no single sphere that has not been shaped by the effects of the 
improvements in science and technology. The loss and damages brought along by the 
gains and achievements of this period have been ignored to a large extent and told out 
weakly. The “climate crisis” that deepens day by day due to the destruction of nature 
and consumption frenzy of modern times, is still threatening the world. People who are 
studying this issue list the things to be done and emphasize that we have limited time to 
eliminate this threat. It is worth repeating here that FAO’s take on the danger we face on 
the occasion of World Soil Day in 2015: in 2050, the area of arable land is expected to 
decrease to one fourth of that in 1960. The world population which was 4,5 billion in 
1960 is expected to increase up to 9 billion in 2050 (9). On a rough estimate, humanity 
will need 8 times more food production in 2050.

The importance of agriculture and food has been clearly seen during the pandemic and 
people began to spend less money on other things than food. What has been continuously 
told by few conscious and responsible people for years has become evident in this new age: 
agriculture and food are irreplaceable and indispensable. It is now a must to take steps 
for the future by analyzing this opportunity correctly; there will be life as long as there is 
agriculture and food.

Agriculture and Forestry Council
With the pressure of the problems in agriculture and that of the public, the 3rd Agriculture 
and Forest Council was held in November 2019. More than 500 people from the sector 
completed their studies in 21 commissions and set approximately 350 goals. Commissions 
also determined strategies for these goals and in a sense recorded what has to be done. 
Some of the concepts that were strongly emphasized in the commissions were organization 
(especially cooperatives), supports, marketing, productivity, sustainable production and 
food security. An up-to-date and whole picture of the agricultural sector was taken in the 
Council. The Final Declaration of the Council that comprised of 60 items was shared 
with the public (10).

The fact is that the decisions made in previous Councils are hardly put into practice. So, 
it is still a matter of serious curiosity which decisions of the 3rd Council will be handled 
and put into practice. In addition, the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry specified 38 
action plans within the framework of the Agriculture and Forestry Council. Sixteen of 
them will be put into practice in 2020, while 8 actions in 2021, 11 actions in 2022 and 
the remaining 3 actions in 2023 will be actualized. The Council grouped the actions 
under 8 main themes:



192

vırtual conferences in the days of corona

*	 Agricultural Production and Supply Security,
*	 Food Security,
*	 Rural Development and Marketing,
*	 Fisheries and Aquaculture,
*	 Soil and Water Resources,
*	 Biodiversity, Climate Change,
*	 Forestry and
*	 Institutional Capacity (11).

	
Five Major Issues

Based on the issues summarized so far, it is possible to group the major issues of Turkish 
agriculture that needs to be addressed under 5 headings (12):

1. Political Issues: In developed countries, a strategic sector such as agriculture is by 
no means left to itself. In our country, agriculture is losing respectability day by day 
and policymakers do not duly perform their duties. Governmental support, education, 
development of organizational capacity, sufficient production of basic (strategic-specific) 
products and macro-planning, infrastructure investments are among the issues that should 
be addressed primarily. It is also of vital importance that the agricultural state-owned 
enterprises (SOEs) are brought up for discussion again.

2. Economic/Financial Issues: As the agricultural enterprises in Turkey are mostly small-
sized, there is a general problem of capital. Today, there is almost no business or family that 
is not in debt. To cap it all, the input costs are high and businesses cannot make enough 
profit out of their products. As a result of this, businesses are constantly struggling with 
economic problems. So, there is an urgent need for novel economic approaches to keep 
the businesses/ families engaged in the production process.

3. Organizational Issues: Despite the high number and diversity of the organizations, 
our agricultural sector is actually disorganized. Existing organizations are somehow in 
competition with each other. This situation causes Turkish farmers to be at a weak point in 
obtaining agricultural inputs and marketing their products. Besides, due to the structure of 
the system, a family/business has to be a member/shareholder in a number of organizations 
at the same time. Yet, there should be an umbrella organization for the agricultural sector 
– something similar to the Turkish Union of Chambers and Commodity Exchanges 
(TOBB). Relevant branches of production and ranges of products can be represented 
under this roof in separate units/sections.

4. Operational Structure and Demography: The data show that the plant production 
in our country is made on divided lands. Similarly, the ratio of breeders/producers who 
are engaged in cattle breeding with less than 10 cattle is predominantly high. Under these 
circumstances, it is not quite possible to claim productivity, quality and sustainability. 
Again, according to the data, the average age of those staying in agriculture has exceeded 
52. Trying to produce with sustainability principles under these conditions is getting 
harder day by day. Then, in order to save small-sized businesses, methods and policies that 
are known and practiced all around the world should be adopted.
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5. Educational, R&D and Technological Issues: Vocational education is of capital 
importance, especially today. In a world where knowledge and technology are so intense 
and increasing, it is a must for the future to ensure that Turkish farmers take their rightful 
level. Each farmer should be equipped with up-to-date and science-based knowledge 
and applications as well as traditional one. In the present era, technology provides great 
conveniences and advantages in the field of agriculture as in all other areas. So, it is 
essential that appropriate, sufficient and correct forms of technology be introduced to 
the farmers. Similarly, specific attention should be paid to R&D activities to develop 
innovative practices. Only then will our farmers be able to reach a level where they can 
compete with the farmers of the world.

In Lieu of Conclusion 
Whatever the circumstances are, Turkish farmers keep on working and producing. During 
the COVID-19 pandemic, production activities continued on sufficient levels although 
with a few setbacks. This is why our country did not face a crisis in food supply during 
the pandemic. But we faced a price crisis and it seems like we will continue to do so. The 
price issue – unfortunately – has become a structural problem for the sector. So much so 
that, we still pay 2-4 Turkish liras for a kilo of potatoes which is sold for as low as 40-50 
kurus in the farms of Ödemiş, İzmir. The amount the consumer pays is 5-6 times higher 
than the amount the producer earns and the gap persists.

The share that the producers get from what they produce is still too low. Unless this issue 
is resolved quickly and urgently, both producers and consumers will continue to lose. 
Production planning is not realistic and sufficient except for the government support 
as a supporting instrument. In the end, it will be the producers, society and nature that 
is going to lose. The water resources in our hand are running out due to the deepening 
climate crisis, current product patterns and irrigation techniques. While it was possible 
to extract water from the fertile plains from as high as 5-10 meters until recently, now we 
are striving to get water from 100-150 meters below the ground. In the near future, we 
will be trying to extract water from much deeper levels and this will bring other dangers 
such as salinization. 

We are rapidly losing our agricultural lands. Considering the fact that arable lands are the 
first and foremost components of the process of food production, we should scrupulously 
protect our lands and make use of them. There is a number of institutions and organizations 
in the agriculture that are trying to do something on their own. In a developing country 
like Turkey, it is of vital importance that the resources are used effectively and efficiently.

The current situation is crystal clear. The actions that have been taken for rural development 
so far have not been sufficient, effective or realistic. Therefore, it is possible to start by really 
examining and understanding the methods that humanity have tried in other geographies 
in order to get permanent results from our money, time, energy, resource, effort and 
hope expenditure. Or, we can begin with studying the first 15 years of the young Turkish 
Republic seriously and in good faith and try taking lessons from that period. We should 
realize what a miracle it was to both being able to pay the debts of the past, to make 
daily expenses and make investments for the future merely by exporting a few traditional 
agricultural products.

In other words, the problem is long over from being “rural”!
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FOOD SAFETY IN TRADITIONAL 
FOODS
Mustafa EVREN*

Food Safety and Food Security
Food security is a popular concept in these days during which food poverty is on a steady 
rise. Food security exists when all people have physical and economic access to sufficient, 
healthy, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an 
active and healthy life (Niyaz and İnan, 2016).

Food safety, on the other hand, involves a process that starts from a farm or a cropland 
and ends at our tables. This process encompasses a number of stages including healthy 
raw material procurement, and the production, storage, transportation, distribution and 
sale of the foods (Anonymous, 2015).

Traditional foods play a significant role in ensuring food security; and food safety enables 
the presentation of these foods to people in a healthy way. Indeed, the desire of people to 
access food and ensure self-sufficiency increased the significance of the traditional foods 
during the pandemic. Food safety is a subject that has an ever-growing importance today 
(Çetin and Şahin, 2017). Food safety is also considered critical for environmental safety 
(Kaypak, 2014).

Traditional Foods
Natural and economic conditions, diverseness in customs and traditions play a role 
in the differentiation of foods that are used in the diets across countries and societies. 
Traditional foods may show similarities among groups or display distinctive features that 
diversify them. In recent years, the increasing sensitivity and attention that the customers 
show towards the production and consumption of food has become a determinant in the 
demand for any kind of foods and, consequently, food safety has come under the spotlight 
(Taşdan et al., 2014).

Indigenous food products and indigenous cuisine have an important role in reflecting 
the culture of the region, development of the region and ensuring sustainability. There 
are different terms that are interchangeably used in the literature to refer to indigenous 
products such as “local products”, “regional products” or “traditional products” (Bilgin and 
Akoğlu, 2018; Fernández-Ferrín et al., 2018). Traditional methods and foods have started 
to disappear as a result of the production and marketing practices that can give rapid 
responses to the increasing demand for food (Kuşat, 2012). Together with the globalization 
process, the world has begun to transform into a monocultural state. During the recent 
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years, one of the most active sectors regarding food consumption has been the sector 
of local products in the whole world, especially in Europe. These products are cultural 
products that are traditional for a certain region, and are indigenous to and affected by 
the agricultural, climatic, economic, and social conditions of that region (Altuntaş and 
Gülçubuk, 2014; Balogh et al., 2016).

Today, the changes in the life standards of the consumers, the monotonous eating habits, 
and the search for new tastes stimulated the interest in traditional foods that are accepted 
as a part of the culture. Traditional foods are of paramount social, cultural and nutritional 
importance among local communities. Traditional foods, with their production techniques 
and consumption forms that come down from the past to the present, may lose quality 
and be forgotten in time. It is essential that the traditional foods reach customers without 
quality loss and that these foods be safe. The fact that the production is limited to the 
regions and scarce, and is limited to special days in some traditional foods makes them 
rare and valuable, but it is also seen as a cause of being forgotten. (Bordeleau et al., 2016; 
Cumhur, 2017).

Most of the foods that are enjoyed and relishingly consumed in certain societies may not 
be liked in others. Traditional foods are produced with traditional processing methods 
and their shelf life is shorter than those produced with modern production methods. The 
reason for this is that they include much less additives and are produced with natural 
ingredients (Kocatepe and Tırıl, 2015).

While people who cannot access traditional foods easily resort to producing and 
consuming such foods at home, researches show that these products are also bought from 
supermarkets, open markets or the stores of small businesses or family businesses. As people 
tend to believe that traditional foods are healthier and more natural, the demand for these 
foods is on a steady increase. Apart from this, the factors that contribute to the increase in 
demand for these foods may include price, freshness, date of expiration, nutritional value, 
curiosity, and quality (Balogh et al., 2016; Duru and Seçer, 2019; Kadanalı and Dağdevir, 
2016; Onurlubaş and Taşdan, 2017).

Nutritional Aspect of  Traditional Foods
The active participation of women in business life by producing food – especially at home 
– increases the importance of the role women play in the resolution of nutritional problems 
(Kocatepe and Tırıl, 2015). It is known that most of the traditional foods are functional 
in essence. With this characteristic, besides being basic nutrients, they may contribute to 
the general health condition of people by positively affecting the physiological processes 
in human nutrition (Aslan and Ayaz, 2019; Ferguson et al., 2017). 

Societies have reached the present by being fed in accordance with traditional habits for 
centuries. It may not be possible to call these habits appropriate or suitable as they are 
the products of extreme inadequacies and constraints. However, it is possible to sort and 
develop them with the scientific infrastructure of our age. And on the other side of the 
coin, there are a number of advertisements and remarks that exploit the confidence of the 
consumers and spread misinformation.

It is now believed that the drift away from the traditional habits of eating is the underlying 
cause of the diseases like cancer, allergy, obesity and cardiovascular problems (Bozyiğit 
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and Kılınç, 2019). Similarly, it is a well-known fact that school-age children buy harmful 
foods of different kind from places like school canteens. One way of raising school-age 
children into healthy individuals is to get them adopt more traditional habits of eating 
and the importance of traditional foods in achieving this aim is undeniable (Karakaş and 
Törnük, 2016).

Traditional Foods and Geographical Indication (GI) 

Geographical Indications (GI) provide legal protection for local products. The World 
Trade Organization defines Geographical Indications as “indications which identify a 
good as originating in a country, a territory, a region or a locality, where a given quality, 
reputation or other characteristic of the good is essentially attributable to its geographical 
origin.” Geographical indications refer to a geographical area, protect collective property 
rights, they not only increase the added value of a product, but other products that are 
involved in the production process of the main product as well. As long as the conditions 
for protection continue to exist, the protection persists (Altuntaş and Gülçubuk, 2014).

Traditional foods may show variances in accordance with the cultural richness of a 
country. Geographical indications and publicity contribute to the handing down of 
traditional foods to the next generations. As traditional foods are important tools in rural 
development, countries have made regulations in this regard (Albayrak and Güneş, 2010). 
Geographical indications were first mentioned in The Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects 
of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) (Koç et al., 2017). Geographical indication system 
is the most important protective system that ensures sustainability of the traditional foods 
(Dikici et al., 2013).

Geographical indications create an advantage of increased product prices for the producer 
due to producing high-quality products. And for the consumers, they serve by protecting 
them against fake products, ensuring the well-being of the producers, safeguarding the 
cultural values of the countries and enabling them to be handed down to next generations, 
protecting the environment, biodiversity, and local values; and supporting the rural 
development (Arıkan and Taşcıoğlu, 2016; Güler and Saner, 2018; Orman, 2015).

Traditional Foods in Our Country 

Traditional foods play an important role in passing down certain values like local identity, 
cultural heritage, and long-term consumer behaviors to the next generations. They also have 
a function in the interaction of this heritage with the rest of the world. In many countries, 
the protection and development of traditional foods are regulated by exclusive policies 
implemented in relation to quality management and agriculture. Today, the demand for 
traditional foods is on a steady increase and this demand provides an advantage to the small 
and medium-size enterprises in the market by giving them the chance to compete with 
large producers and survive. As Turkey is home to a great range of cultural and ecological 
diversity, it has a remarkable variety of traditional products. It is a necessity to register 
these products according to the geographical regions they are indigenous to in order to 
be able to build trust and achieve branding (Albayrak and Güneş, 2010). The market 
success of traditional foods depends primarily on the perceptions and characteristics of 
the consumers (Roselli et al., 2018).
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Turkish Food Codex defines traditional foods as “the products that are produced with 
traditional raw materials or defined by a traditional composition or a traditional production 
method or the products that are not directly produced by a traditional production method 
but are clearly distinguishable from the similar products in the same category due to having 
undergone processes reflecting such production methods” (Anonymous, 2011). Turkey is 
located on a geographical area that has been home to a number of civilizations and it has 
a high potential in terms of traditional foods (Albayrak et al., 2017). In order to protect 
this potential Turkey holds and to attain a place in global markets, these products should 
be registered and inspected, and sustainability should be ensured with the help of a proper 
management (Keskin, 2017).

Traditional Foods in terms of Food Safety
Food safety is a current subject of interest in food policies, industry and scientific 
researches. Food safety focuses on protecting people’s health against food-related diseases 
and poisoning and it is a highly controversial subject as a global issue. Scientific researches 
can be considered as significant outcomes regarding food safety (Ayaz and Türkmen, 
2019). Ensuring sustainability and increasing diversity in traditional food production plays 
an important role in achieving food safety and attaining high quality (Demirbaş et al., 
2006). For the sake of food safety, various measures should be taken in order to eliminate 
physical, chemical, and biological risks and hazards in all stages from the production 
to consumption of the foods (Anonymous, 2015). The traditional understanding of 
food safety system is considered as food processing activities and the system is based on 
appropriate technology requirements (GMP), appropriate hygiene requirements (GHP) 
and end product control. (Demirağ ve Yılmaz, 2009).

Apart from food safety, animal and phytosanitary issues are also very important in order 
to take necessary precautions before production, during production and afterwards to 
ensure safe food production and to monitor all stages from farm to table (Anonymous, 
2015). Providing a standardized production and obtaining a standard product, producing 
microbially safe food, obtaining products that are free from physical, chemical and 
biological pollution, producing a healthy product that is the most important quality 
expectation in traditional foods, creating customer trust, making it available not only in 
the national but also in the international market are the reasons for providing food safety 
in traditional foods. (Anonymous, 2015).

Sensorial, physical, chemical, microbiological and nutritional characteristics of traditional 
foods are important in terms of quality. The sale of fake and adulterated foods under the 
name of traditional food deceives consumers and leads to unfair competition and unearned 
income. Critical problems with traditional foods can be resolved with specification and 
registration of the features and production methods of traditional foods, implementation of 
relevant regulations, promotion of sustainable production and improvement of industrial 
processes (Cumhur, 2017). Traditional foods that are produced from raw meat or raw milk 
can be considered problematic in terms of food safety. Nevertheless, producing these foods 
under hygienic conditions can render them safe. 

Quality characteristics of traditional foods can be ensured with the methods of registration, 
control and certification. Besides, traditional foods should have a feature of traceability in 
order to attain food safety. Like in the case of industrial foods, traceability of traditional 



201

the agrıcultural and food ethıcs ASSOCIATION OF TURKEY (TARGET)

foods also depends on the proper inspection and organization of the production place, 
and processing, distribution and storing operations (Cebeci, 2014).

In food production, the effects of a number of factors including the quality of the raw 
material used, personal hygiene, the quality of the water used in cleaning, and the cleanliness 
of the equipment used in production were mentioned to be taken into consideration. The 
importance of hygiene and sanitation should be emphasized to ensure prevention of food 
spoilage and foods become hazardous to health (Ayaz and Türkmen, 2019).

Two of the biggest problems of traditional foods are the food safety risks and the lack of 
standardization in quality characteristics. Traditional foods are generally accepted as safe 
and considered being healthy and of high quality. However, it is apparent that some of 
the traditional foods are far from being safe. Certain traditional foods are known to be 
microbiologically and toxically unsafe and cause deaths. They may also contain natural 
toxic substances or allergens which may lead to various symptoms when consumed in 
excessive amounts or by sensitive people. Besides, the risks and hazards that may arise in 
the production process of traditional foods are the same as those that may occur in the 
production process of other foods. Just like other foods, traditional foods may also become 
unsafe under certain negative conditions and cause harm to people (Cumhur, 2017).

Traditional foods are mostly produced by small or medium-size local enterprises. The 
production process of such foods is not standardized and mostly does not involve 
technological methods. The production capacity cannot be enhanced and thus it becomes 
impossible to achieve high efficiency. It is known that the traditional food producers do 
not have enough knowledge about the quality and safety standards. They do not have 
enough capital, either. And the places where the foods are produced are mostly insufficient 
(Cumhur, 2017). The high number of fake and adulterated traditional foods in the market 
has led consumers to develop awareness about this issue. On the other hand, it is a well-
known fact that the consumers tend to prefer local foods which they believe to be natural 
and that they give priority to these products while they are purchasing (Çakır, 2019). 
Both in our country and all around the world, olive oil, dairy products – primarily cheese 
–, meat products and fruit and vegetables are mostly either prepared without so much as 
complying with the hygienic rules or fake or adulterated products are sold at high prices as 
if they were natural, organic or traditional. This situation cause consumers to be deceived 
economically and their health is also compromised.

Production Techniques Used for Traditional Foods 
It is impossible to change the traditional methods that are employed in the production 
of traditional foods or the ingredients of these foods completely. Even so, technological 
developments can still be utilized in order to render the products safer and more qualified. 
For instance, packaging can contribute a lot to a better and long-term preservation of 
the traditional foods. Regarding packaging, it is of utmost importance to prefer the most 
suitable packaging material and technique for the food. Together with the technological 
advancements, scientific researches and up-to-date information, it is possible to make 
improvements in the sector of traditional foods and to achieve positive outcomes both for 
the producers and the consumers. These methods and techniques should be applied in a 
way that would not compromise the traditional characteristics of the traditional foods and 
they should not make a negative impact on the competition in the market. It goes without 
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saying that the customer habits and behaviors should also be taken into consideration while 
practicing these applications (Cumhur, 2017).

Conclusion

In the production of traditional foods, it is essential to protect small and medium-size 
enterprises and eliminate the food safety risks pertaining to raw materials, production 
techniques, and processes of storing, transporting, distribution and selling. It is possible to 
produce healthier and high-quality products for the consumers by making the productions 
in modern facilities, utilizing relevant safety systems and employing advanced technology 
and methods – without abandoning traditional production methods – in the process 
of production of traditional foods. As a result, the competitiveness of safe traditional 
foods with other foods will increase in the market. However, these measures should not 
include alterations in the unique properties of the foods. Food safety in traditional foods 
are as critical as it is in other food products. Despite the industrialized and standardized 
consumption structure, the increase seen in traditional food consumption due to the 
factors such as health, environmental impact, cultural and social belonging is expected to 
continue in the future. For the development of the market, it would also be of great help 
to determine the perception of consumers regarding traditional foods and the factors that 
determine the consumption of these foods.
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METABOLISM OF GLOBAL CITIES: 
LONDON, MANCHESTER, CHICAGO
Harriet FRIEDMANN*

Hello, I am delighted to be able to give a small version of a paper I wrote called ‘The 
Metabolism of Global Cities: London, Manchester, Chicago’, which appears in The SAGE 
Handbook of Nature, 2018, edited by Terry Marsden.

The metabolism of cities is at the heart of urban natures. History of cities seen through 
the metaphor of metabolism -- the conversion of energy from outside an organism into 
its life-sustaining processes -- reveals the multiple intertwined legacies inherited by human 
settlements and the biocultural landscapes on which they depend. That is a mouthful, I 
hope to unpack a little bit. 

These cities are best understood not as amorphously “global”, but as concretely translocal. 
That is, each emergent global city successively shaped and reshaped by distant (as well as 
nearby) biocultural landscapes. Always, the dominant thrust was to simplify cultures and 
landscapes, both breaking the deep ties to surrounding fertile farmlands and waterways 
--- the reason for choosing sites for pre-colonial cities --- and creating monocultures in 
colonized places. They thus displaced the complex landscapes and diverse cultures both of 
the landscapes surrounding those cities, and of the landscapes of colonized places.

In each historical period since 1500, emerging cities have sent rhizomes, those underground 
rootlike structures that produce new plants directly from the old ones.

Emerging cities have sent rhizomes along specific, sometimes very long trajectories to find 
food for urban monocultures of humans, - that is Alfred Crosby’s phrase for cities - urban 
monocultures of humans and their unique activities. The rhizomes of course include raw 
materials to feed not only human bodies, but also human industries.

As a result, every place on earth can be understood as sediments of rhizomal connections 
from successive periods. That is, horizontal connections formed in each period, and each 
place create over time vertical connections that reach through those layers of history. 
Each place experienced change in each period in a particular way, and the layers created 
in successive periods create the specific qualities of societies and landscapes in that place. 
Changes included being marginalized, being made central, being simplifed and occasionally 
even being made more complex. 

These sediments shape both emerging cities and the commodity frontiers that emerged 
in tandem to supply materials and energy for those cities. Commodity frontiers in turn 
reshaped the lifeways of humans and their co-domestic species of plants and animals, and 
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of course, the wild places that were pushed back and transformed to supply materials to 
global cities. Much of this has been studied as “commodity chains” or “value chains.” 

Here I balance the focus on colonies with the cities they served -- how those cities were 
formed by what we might call multiple intersecting value chains, which of course changed 
over time. Cities and their commodity frontiers were (and are) intertwined, and each 
period since 1500 reflects a new stage and a new pattern, sometimes marginalizing cities 
and frontiers from the prior period, sometimes bringing marginal cities and frontiers into 
new relations defining the next period.

Cities arose in a specific sequence since 1500. (Rome pioneered such changes earlier, and 
there is much more to say about colonial cities but I will not in this little talk. I am happy 
to answer questions if you send me an e-mail.) 

Slavery and sugar were keys to the metabolism of the first global city, Imperial London. At 
the same time as transforming biocultural landscapes in Africa and the Americas.

London in the 17th and 18th century grew up as a global city based on an administrative, 
ecclesiastical, royal center that was already centuries old. But it grew enormously in the 
17th and 18th centuries. It grew without industry. There were not factories, there was 
not wage labor in the sense we came to know it in the next phase which I will talk about 
soon. There were, as Raymond Williams describes, completely new jobs related to trade 
and finance, and at the same time every kind of social disorganization--- prostitution, 
alcohol and other drugs, either produced locally for new urban consumers or like opium, 
imported.  Those were some of the early commodity chains, opium, but also locally gin 
that was manufactured to make profits from surplus grain in England. Accompanying 
them were gin parlours.

Many new jobs had names invented for the first time because the activities had not 
existed in that form before. These, had to do with trade and finance because London was 
becoming the center of an empire. It grew up in that trade and finance, and both trade 
and finance created slave and sugar frontiers in Africa and the Caribbean. These were the 
dynamic movers of the economy at that point. They transformed those frontiers from 
complex landscapes and cultures to simplified ones.  Imagine the strong young men and 
women enslaved and removed from West African societies, and the introduction of maize 
as part of the reconstruction of societies and landscapes by those who remained.  

Before I get to that, let me just say that diets in London, as Sydney Mintz has emphasized, 
shifted dramatically partly because of the poverty and disconnection of rural migrants from 
the areas of their longstanding cultures, including their foodways. The places they left by 
choice or force were simplified mainly for wheat or sheep in different regions of England 
or Ireland (the first English colony). In London, they lacked access to food or to the ability 
to grow food. They ate much more sugar, which had previously been an elite condiment. 
Even though it was not a large proportion of caloric intake, it nonetheless planted the seeds 
for the industrial food system that would be centered very, very much later, centuries later, 
as Mintz points out, on sugar and fat.  It set the urban population on a new path, which 
has been called the “neoliberal” diet by Otero and the “industrial” diet by Winson. It led 
to what we might in also think of as the urban proletarian diet --- or proto-proletarian 
since the population of London was not for the most part yet organized into wage labor. 
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In Africa, the slave trade robbed many parts of  West Africa of its young people. It replaced 
many traditional food staples and crops, such as millet and sorghum, with simplified 
agronomies based on a new food staple, maize.  It simplified the agronomies of those places 
and changed their diets, so that people adapted, as in London by changing cuisines.  Even 
more dramatically, it destroyed complex landscapes and cultures of the Caribbean, where 
most indigenous peoples were thought to have died or been absorbed into the waves of 
settler populations, including first enslaved Africans and later indentured labourers from 
Asia. Although some indigenous Caribbean peoples are reasserting their identities, they 
now do so in contexts utterly transformed. Before simplified sugar monocultures, the 
islands of the Caribbean and the northern parts of the South American continent were 
complex wooded landscapes surrounded by sea. The forested landscapes were cleared to 
produce one crop --- sugar. 

This new system of production was based on three imported elements. New owners 
who appropriated the land (today we would say “grabbed” the land) the land were from 
England, or in some cases from Spain, Portugal, France or Holland. (I am sticking to 
the English Empire here.) Workers came from Africa, enslaved of course, and later Asia, 
indentured, when slavery was abolished. Finally, sugar was a plant introduced from Asia 
after having made a journey of transplantation for several centuries via the Middle East 
and Portuguese Atlantic Islands.  

It is important to note that sugar plantations used an industrial organization based on 
enslaved labour in both fields and refineries, long before it was introduced as “free labour” 
in England. We tend to think of industrial organization as being based on free labour but 
it actually was experimented with on a large scale in the slave-based sugar systems in the 
Caribbean. Cuba was the most “advanced” in this regard, if we consider industry and 
monoculture to be an advance over small, mixed farming and fishing.

English workers of the time perhaps understood this when they called themselves “wage 
slaves.” The organized working class by the late 18th, and even more early 19th century, 
was very involved in the abolition movement as they struggled for their own rights.  

A key change for captial was in finance. Private investors in sugar, enslaved humans, and 
ships and docks and all the rest of the emerging imperial economy, created joint-stock 
companies. The City of London emerged as a site of innovation, instituted by the Bank 
of England.  Together, they underpinned management of the emerging empire by the 
imperial city of London.

Industrial Manchester was the next type of global city. It was very different from the 
ancient city of London. Like London, it was an ancient Roman trading town, but unlike 
London, not a royal administrative centre. What became the giant industrial area of 
northern England was actually an array of such towns. By growing into an emerging 
centre of industry, it built on the legacy of imperial London. The port of Liverpool, which 
grew up in the imperial period through trade in sugar and enslaved people, was nearby, 
though not yet connected. All of these towns and the port became connected by canals. 
These canals also connected the new industrial textile towns with the coal mines, the newly 
dominant source of energy. 

Industrial towns which merged into the enlarged city of  Manchester, simplified the regional 
landscapes of  Northern England. These had been based on households that mixed farming 
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and artisanal production, especially of cloth, organized through merchants. Cotton textiles 
became the basis of the industrial revolution, the technologies of spinning and weaving 
when factories organized workers into a single work place with a technical division of 
labour supervised in a hierarchy, a familiar story.  Before the history of the “industrial 
revolution” often fails to emphasize that these households were not simply artisans replaced 
by manufacturing and wage labour. This part of the story is rarely connected with the 
other part of the history --- that of villagers pushed off the land by enclosures, which is 
how we most often think of the creation of the working class or the first step in free labour. 

The livelihoods of artisanal cloth producers depended on a mix of farming, herding, and 
handicrafts. They spun and weaved the flax from their fields and wool from their sheep. 
A missing piece of the story of how handloom weavers were turned into landless workers 
was the replacement of these local raw materials by imported cotton, which could not 
be grown in England. The loss of the ability to mix handicrafts and farming is a story 
that continues to be repeated over and over again in successive frontiers of cities and of 
commodities to feed them. 

These households were disorganized as the mix of activities which had sustained their 
livelihoods could no longer function. They were forced to abandon the land and therefore 
enter into the newly emerging factories based on cotton production. The new industrial 
technology, the spinning jenny and so on, were for cotton.  

In turn, much of the cotton that was supplying the industries of England came from 
abroad, in landscapes and societies that must be understood as part of the industrial 
revolution centred in Manchester. Three very specific places were completely transformed 
by incorporation into the new system. First, American slavery of course had begun in the 
imperial period but for other commodities and in a relatively limited geography. American 
slavery was deepened in intensity of exploitation and the slave frontier was expanded to 
make possible on the one hand the massive production of cotton with slave labour and 
on the other, the factories of Manchester and its surrounding areas.  

The slave frontier was extended into new landscapes after 1800 to grow cotton to feed mills 
in Manchester. Slavery deepened in intensity in terms of exploitation of both exploitation 
of enslaved Africans and genocide of indigenous people. The expulsion of indigenous 
people became far more rapid, more intense and more violent than it had already been. 
It is known in the indigenous history of the US as the ‘Trail of Tears’, where people were 
expelled from the southeast and south of the present United States to the far west -- often 
to Oklahoma, the last continental state to be incorporated. Many many died along the way 
and those who survived found themselves in a completely different landscape.  It was no 
longer a biocultural landscape that had evolved over a long time, at least by their societies, 
but something they had to survive in or recreate. 

So all of this was part of the industrial revolution, producing the massive supply of cotton 
to England. It is said that England supported the South during the American civil war 
because of its rivalry with the cities of the Northern US and that is true because both 
depended on the cotton. The US South moved to the centre of the system supplying the 
raw materials for industrial Manchester.  The slave plantations of the South had not been 
central to the emerging US economy.  
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At the same time, India was brought into the centre of the industrial system by colonial 
suppression of their own cotton handicrafts and subordination of cotton producers to 
exports to Manchester. That, of course, was why Mahatma Gandhi attempted to revive 
these pre-colonial handicrafts that had been suppressed by British imperial policies. Now, 
instead of the wider phrase “empire,” we can also say specifically by the rhizomes reaching 
from industrial Manchester to incorporate reorganized, specialized cotton producers into 
suppliers of raw materials for the industrial revolution.  

Colonies in East Africa were also created to supply cotton and to the Manchester mills. 
Eric Wolf describes this translocal industrial revolution in ‘Europe and the People Without 
History’, and Sven Beckert in his ‘Empire of Cotton,’ both beautiful books. They detail 
how cotton formed the basis of empire, the location of industry, and the transformation 
of distant cotton landscapes in this period. In other words, India was de-industrialized and 
Manchester area cloth workers turned into proletarians, equally part of the same process 
we call the industrial revolution. 

At the same time, diets of workers in northern England were degraded, just as earlier mass 
diets in Imperial London. Engels, in ‘The Condition of the Working Class in England’, 
describes what degraded edibles the poor could get from locally produced farm products, 
and by now also colonial imports of drugs, sugar, tea, opium to soothe hunger and 
oppressive labour.

Finally, industrial cities called forth the third type of global city that is Chicago. Agro-
industrial Chicago was created after 1860 from the transformed indigenous landscapes 
of the vast expansive prairies to its west. In a way, it is paradoxical because it recreates the 
locational connection between the city and its hinterland. On the other hand, this was 
not a hinterland to supply Chicago. 

Chicago did not even exist until it began the monocultural reorganization of the prairies, 
the clearing and simplification of the indigenous landscapes which had been based on 
a very sophisticated management by indigenous people of the bison and the perennial 
grasses. The landscape was, in European language, in English, a pasture on a scale that 
just could not be seen by European eyes.  Indigenous peoples of the prairies managed it 
mainly by fire, to burn back encroaching forests and to support the tens of millions of 
bison whose grazing and trampling maintained the perennial grasses. Like the Trail of 
Tears that accompanied the earlier expansion of the cotton plantation frontier, the Plains 
peoples were brutally and rapidly suppressed. The genocide of indigenous peoples was 
partly military, but also by the mass slaughter the bison well beyond anything that was 
used. Bison were killed and left to rot and die in huge numbers, a shocking history whose 
goal was exactly to undermine the subsistence base of the indigenous population.   

William Cronon’s environmental history shows how Chicago was created as part of the 
transformation of its vast hinterland into monocultures, but unlike the agricultural lands 
surrounding cities in the past, not to supply the people moving to emerging Chicago, 
but to supply all the distant industrial cities which had grown up following the model of 
Manchester as an industrial global city.  Paradoxically, as it returned to the territorial base 
of pre-colonial cities, this time Chicago emerged as an agro-industrial city based on settler 
displacement of indigenous landscapes. Chicago therefore grew up as a flow-through system, 
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which had to create the technologies and the institutions to manage “rivers of wheat” and 
“tides of flesh” on a scale that had never existed before. 

This flow-through system was to connect emerging farmers of wheat and herders of cattle 
introduced from Europe, as were the people who settled lands of killed and displaced 
indigenous people. A new and much simplified triad consisting of European settlers, cattle 
and wheat was transplanted in place of the more complex triad of indigenous people, 
bison, and perennial grasses. They created not only a new kind of farming – specialized 
households dependent on railways and exports --- but also a new kind of city, the agro-
industrial city. Chicago emerged to organize the continuous flow of standardized wheat 
through railways and storage elevators, and of standardized meat through stockyards and 
early “disassembly” lines of industrial meat factories.

In meat packing industries the carcasses of the cattle moved along conveyor belts overhead 
and workers stood at their stations. Like the industrial organization of sugar plantations 
that modelled textile industry for Manchester, these industries anticipated Fordism by 
many decades. And like the new financial instruments and institutions accompanying the 
sugar and slave trades, it created new financial institutions, such as commodity futures 
trading, to manage the connections among evermore geographically disconnected cities 
and landscapes. The geographically and socially complicated institutions of transportation 
(railways), markets and finance emerged to reconnect the parts of cultures and landscapes 
disconnected by monocultures for distant cities. 

Cronon calls this “second nature.” The idea is that if we disrupt the connections in nature, 
including of course humans, we have to create new social ones. That is not necessarily a 
bad thing unless we forget about it. If it takes over our thought and understanding, we 
think it is actually “natural,” and it actually undermines the connections in nature. Since 
we are a part of nature, it undermines our conditions of existence.

There is another dimension to this story of power and accumulation. This is the less visible 
history of diasporic creativity, which may be the enduring earthly basis of cities and indeed 
of human society. By recognizing second nature, we can look to this history to recover 
possibilities otherwise hidden by the emphasis on monocultures and simplification.

It points to recovery of circular economy as several UN reports and much literature on 
regenerative agriculture puts it. The Ellen MacArthur Foundation is carrying this quite far 
by linking it to industry and cities. We can reconnect material and energy flows without 
losing the gifts of modernity, by consciously renewing the ways that we connect to nature 
and ways aspects of nature connect to each other.  The fragility of these long distance, 
just-in-time supply chains has become particularly evident in the COVID pandemic. Ways 
of reconnecting, building on emerging local, sustainable ways of producing, distributing, 
processing, and consuming food, builds on the diasporic creativity. For instance, Judith 
Carney and Richard Rosomoff describe the agronomies and cuisines created by merging 
knowledge, plants and animals both transplanted and indigenous, “In the Shadow of 
Slavery” (the title of their book).

For instance, I will just give one present-day example. In Toronto, as in many places across 
the world, territorial food systems have been emerging “in the shadow” of the industrial 
food system. In global cities and monocultural landscapes, small farmers and artisanal 
food processors have re-emerged, including transplanted as well as indigenous plants and 
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animals, and connected by new institutions of direct marketing and territorial markets 
connecting producers and consumers.     

These have been struggling to emerge in an institutional context that favors monoculture 
and long distance trade. The supermarkets have of course intensified this pattern in recent 
decades. During the COVID pandemic it became clear how fragile national borders were, 
for instance, how unexpectedly subject to closure is the border between the US and Canada. 
When long-distance supply chains could be seen as subject to disruption (which in the 
end they were not), these new institutions had a burst of creativity --- online or “virtual” 
farmers markets,  a delivery business called 100km Foods, delivery of farm produce by 
restaurants who lost their customers but found a way to support the farmers who supplied 
them, and in many other ways people deepened the connections to each other built over 
several decades. The Toronto Food Policy Council played a role in helping these --- and 
emergency food organizations now pressed by government to meet the expanding needs 
of hungry people.  If it is willing, the City can come out of this pandemic in a better way 
than it was before, one reconnecting the people and institutions of the food system to the 
city-food region. One example I really like is ‘La Tablée des Chefs’, beginning in Montreal, 
and comparable organizations by newly unemployed chefs and newly idled commercial 
kitchens in hotels and other institutions. 

When hotels were closed, when hunger increased, when public venues like stadiums were 
closed, there were a lot of unemployed chefs, a lot of hungry people, a lot of farmers who 
were having trouble getting their produce to those places, and to the restaurants and public 
institutions that had been their main customers. The chefs in Montreal decided to create 
‘Cuisine Solidaire’ or solidarity kitchens. They served a million meals distributed through 
food banks and through a variety of institutions and they did that very quickly, then helped 
to spread to other cities across Canada. In this and other creative responses to crisis, we 
now see more visibly then before that there are options to avoid deeper monocultures and 
long distance supply chains. Yet the lobbies and political institutions locked into them are 
powerful, and corporate concentration, land grabs, energy for transportation, storage and 
distribution are a growing danger. 

All the vulnerabilities can be suppressed again for a while or we could shift to public 
support to enable the emergence of a networked system of small and medium enterprises 
to create materials and energy based in the territories they are used. But not limited to 
those, and not opposing trade, but centering the food economy and the energy economy, 
and all the rest of it, in the territories surrounding cities. The history of global cities has 
resulted in the novel reality that cities are now where most people live.  

The territorial path supports knowledge-intensive farming, such as agroecology, and 
knowledge-intensive cuisines, and all the steps connecting them. Knowledge is key to 
making the food system territorial and its parts related to place. Relations need not be 
always personal, but linked through sequences of personal relations in networks.  These 
can even be distant, such as suggested by Fair Trade. This prospect opens to something 
that breaks with the 500 year pattern of distance, monocultures, and ever more elaborate 
financial connections between places and settlements. It opens to the conscious evolution 
of cities as part of nature.
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COVID-19 AND FOOD SYSTEM 
TRANSFORMATION
Molly ANDERSON*

The need for transformation has become ever more critical with the COVID-19 pandemic.  
I see transformation to greater sustainability as essential for our own health and the 
health of ecosystems---which are closely related---but we can only accomplish this if we 
understand and deal with the current forms of power in the food system. By “food system”, 
I mean all of the activities and actors from agricultural inputs through consumption and 
waste management.  The global food system operates through neoliberal assumptions and 
values, which tend to obscure how power moves and is maintained in the food system.  

I would like to start with the accumulating evidence for why food systems need 
transformation. The COVID-19 pandemic is one of several zoonotic diseases that “spilled 
over” from wildlife populations into human populations.  Food system practices make 
that spillover increasingly common, as people clear forests and bring wildlife and human 
populations into closer proximity. 

Next, the food coming from the industrialized food system is literally killing us:  in 
Western societies and wherever they influence what people can purchase and eat, diet-
related diseases are among the leading causes of mortality. There are major environmental 
issues caused by the global food system as well.  The 2019 report on Climate Change 
and Land from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change estimated that the food 
system accounts for 21-37% of global greenhouse gas emissions, especially methane but 
other gases as well.  Agriculture on average consumes 70% of global freshwater, which is 
critically scarce in many parts of the world.  Agricultural contaminants such as nitrate from 
fertilizer or animal waste have become the most common pollutants.  Biodiversity loss, 
as documented in the Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, 
has reached extreme levels also and agricultural practices are primary culprits.  The loss of 
pollinators is especially worrisome.  

The need for transformation is widely accepted now, but there is considerable contention 
about what kinds of transformation are necessary.  Even the World Economic Forum calls 
for transformation, but the kinds of strategies it points to include more genetic engineering 
of crops and animals, more use of Big Data, and personalized nutrigenetics. Its version 
of transformation calls for increased production and productivity, even though adequate 
amounts of food are already being produced:  it simply is not reaching the people who 
need it.  In contrast, I believe that transformation should involve practices that are likely 
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to benefit the small-scale farmers who produce more than half of the world’s food yet are 
also at least half of the chronically hungry people.  

Growing numbers of small-scale farmers and the organizations that represent them support 
agroecology as the best pathway toward more sustainable and equitable food systems. 
Agroecology is commonly described as a set of practices, a science, and a movement;  it is 
the agricultural system most congruent with food sovereignty, which entails greater control 
over the food system by producers.  An organization with which I work, the International 
Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems, published a report in 2016 showing the 
ways that agroecology simultaneously provides diverse diets, productive crops, decent 
livelihoods for farmers, and environmental benefits.  And last year the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS) published a report by its High-Level Panel of Experts that 
showed clearly that agroecology and its associated systems (organic farming, agroecology, 
permaculture, etc.) is superior in achieving food security and nutrition to industrialized 
farming and its associated systems such as “climate-smart agriculture”, “sustainable 
intensification” and “nutrition-sensitive agriculture”.  Policy recommendations coming 
from this report are being negotiated this year at the CFS, and the discussions are revealing 
sharp lines between strategies for transformation favored by different countries. 

One way that I study food system transformation is seeking out the different theories 
of change among proponents.  A theory of change has several essential ingredients, 
starting with a vision or set of desired outcomes.  I use the framework of a sustainable and 
equitable food system to compare theories of change and assess their ability to meet these 
goals.  A sustainable and equitable food system must be based in healthy food for all as a 
human right and must create, or at the least fail to endanger, a healthy environment with 
biodiversity, clean water, zero GHG emissions and soil fertility.  It must result in public 
health, farm community economic vitality, fair wages for farmworkers, decent livelihoods 
for farmers, and food democracy.  Theories of change also describe the preconditions 
or assumptions that must be met for change to happen, pathways by which change will 
happen, and indicators demonstrating that the outcomes have been met. 

In the following section, I will show some of the leading theories of change that I have 
observed among food system activists; I call them “notions” because in most cases the 
proponents have not articulated them fully as theories.  The first notion is to move the 
mainstream incrementally, focusing on the biggest actors and trying to shift them in small 
ways toward more sustainable practices.  The justification behind this notion is that more 
change will be achieved by the largest food system actors---such as Walmart, Coca-Cola, 
Unilever--- making small steps than by a large number of small-scale actors making giant 
steps, such as by adopting agroecology or organic agriculture.  For this notion to work, 
however, we have to assume that the biggest actors have sufficient motivation to make 
the needed changes, that others will follow suit, and that sustainability is linear with each 
increment equally meaningful. 

The second notion, “vote with your fork” was popularized by the writer Michael Pollan.  
It is appealing because it is something anyone can do, but ultimately it is not very 
effective.  The assumption is that a lot of people will buy more sustainably produced 
food, thereby leading to environmental and social benefits and an increase in supply, 
such that sustainably-produced food will outcompete foods produced by businesses using 
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industrialized agricultural practices. To show why this notion is ineffective, I will turn to 
how power is generated and maintained in our neoliberal food system.

Among the main sources of food system power are wealth gained by selling food and 
agricultural inputs; where and how that wealth is invested; political influence gained by 
electing certain people who will follow a desired agenda; laws and regulations; influence over 
public opinion (including whom to elect, what to buy, and what to believe or our cultural 
narrative about food systems); and the grassroots power of mobilizing the public from below.  
In the neoliberal food system, companies that follow “business as usual” or industrialized 
practices dominate, and they invest their wealth into influencing the public and lobbying 
or directly supporting candidates for political office. The candidates they support fail to 
enact policy in the public interest, such as genuine tax reform, anti-trust legislation, and 
other restrictions on business practices such as environmental and labor protections.  They 
seek to influence public opinion through massive investments in advertising, buying media, 
and trying to convince people that only agribusiness has the ability to ensure food security 
and nutrition.

My core hypothesis in mapping food system power, and comparing different theories of 
change, is that neoliberalism cannot be overcome unless all other means of building food 
system power are engaged.  “Voting with your fork” only involves the businesses that produce 
food in more sustainable ways.  While buying more food from these businesses does result 
in environmental and social benefits, it does nothing to counteract all of the other ways that 
the industrialized food system is exerting its economic and political power.

The next notion that I have encountered, particularly among academics, is that we need 
more really good scientific reports.  But as the TEEB-Ag project acknowledged, good reports 
require a community of support, champions and traction.  The next notion has gotten more 
play recently:  conversion of large tracts of land to regenerative or organic agriculture.  This 
would have benefits, but whether it would rise to the achievements that its proponents 
suggest is still dubious.  It would require sufficient acreage, labor and farmers willing to make 
that conversion, and the capacity of permanent sequestration of large amounts of carbon in 
different kinds of soil.  This is still under debate among soil scientists.

The fifth notion is similar to the theory of change that has been best elaborated among 
academics.  It is akin to Schumpeter’s theory of creative destruction, a process of industrial 
mutation that incessantly revolutionizes the economic structure from within, incessantly 
destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one.  The idea behind this notion is that 
people will create an alternative food system (CSAs, farmers’ markets, coops) that will move 
into the empty space once the industrialized food system collapses, or out-compete that 
system by scaling up and forming networks.  This notion has an underlying assumption also 
that alternatives can function better than the mainstream at providing not only food, but 
healthy food for all.  To some extent, this has been the COVID-19 story:  the “alternative” 
food system has been more resilient than the industrialized food system and people are 
joining community-supported agriculture farms and growing their own food much more 
than before.  Whether this will last is still unknown, as is the question of whether these 
alternative food systems can actually meet a vastly increased demand if the industrialized food 
system continues to lag behind.  To date, customers do not choose alternatives to products 
from the industrialized food system unless they are cheaper and more convenient.  
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The next notion is a favorite of philanthropic organizations and some civil-society 
organizations:  to tell more and better stories about the benefits that people experience 
with changing their food system practices.  This strategy may be quite effective in helping 
to shift the cultural narrative under the right circumstances, such as by questioning the 
idea that “industrial agriculture can best feed the world”.  

The final two notions are related:  participating in social movements that relentlessly 
struggle against injustice and consolidate with other movements until we are so large and 
powerful that we can demand change; and demanding that our governments recognize that 
human rights trump corporate privileges.  The latter requires electing public officials who 
are willing and able to pass legislation in the public interest and rolling back legislation 
that has enabled corporations to amass unprecedented political power.  Globally, a number 
of signs indicate that the combination of social movements, human rights and changing 
the cultural narrative is a powerful mix of transformers.  

All of the theories of change that I have presented have some potential to shift the global 
food system, but the most effective ones are the last ones presented.  This is because those 
final theories of change affect power dynamics in very fundamental ways by changing 
what people believe and what they are willing to fight for.  So what needs to happen next? 
First, we must maintain a sense of urgency:  climate change is rapidly making our planet 
uninhabitable and COVID-19 has shown deep inequities and dysfunctions that must be 
overcome.  The industrial food system operating within the neoliberal framework is not 
resilient and flexible enough to adapt to such massive perturbations.  For example, it is 
completely dependent on fossil fuels to produce fertilizer and other inputs and to distribute 
food globally; so it will not be able to make a shift to renewable energy quickly.  Social 
chaos and conservative backlash are likely as climate-change-related conflicts increase; the 
numbers of climate refugees increase exponentially; food production drops due to drought, 
floods and temperature extremes; and sea-level rise overwhelms cities.

A second necessary step is to support and participate in social movements that can help to 
rebuild democracy, equity and food democracy by shifting the cultural narrative.  This will 
require, as preconditions, support for science, independent media, a belief that alternatives 
are possible, strong civil society willing to engage in sustained non-violent direct action, 
political openings where civil society can engage, and an understanding of power in the 
food system. 

We are at a turning point, where we can choose a more just and sustainable food system 
or one that continues to destroy people and the planet.  Even though the tasks ahead seem 
overwhelming, small steps are better than no steps because they can overcome a sense of 
paralysis and cynicism, and keep people receptive to breakthroughs to real transformation 
that are on the horizon. Real transformation, not just incremental steps, must happen to 
preserve public health and the health of ecosystems.  
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GLOBAL BENCHMARKS FOR      
POST-PANDEMIC FOOD SYSTEMS? 
A CRITIQUE OF THE EAT-LANCET 
REPORT
Carl Walter Matthias KAISER*

Welcome everybody to this video recording of my talk! I want first of all to convey my 
very best greetings to all my good friends and colleagues in Turkey who are joining this 
TARGET online conference.

I am Matthias Kaiser. I am from the University of Bergen here in Norway. And as you 
know, we are living in strange times. It is not even post pandemic. We are still in the middle 
of the pandemic and it has changed all of our lives. However, we need to think about 
the essentials of our lives, use that occasion, use that extraordinary circumstance that we 
are under now to really reflect upon how we want our lives to be, once we get out of this 
pandemic, once we enter the post pandemic times. And I would like to inspire you a little 
bit concerning thinking about this, and what to do.

Well, first of all, I think we should cast a critical look at how we thought the future would 
be, and in particular about the food futures and how they would be. My feeling is that we 
have to make a fresh start but we have to think differently. We have to change a lot of our 
traditions, including our academic traditions. Maybe in particular our academic traditions. 
I do not think we can continue to work in our academic silos and remain within the firm 
balance of our disciplines. We need to enter transdisciplinarity. We need to open up to the 
world, to the voices that are coming to us, to the complaints, to the problems much more 
than we have done before, and I think we also have to revise the kind of answers that we 
are trying to provide for these problems.

So, this is to inspire you thinking about the future of Food Systems. As I said, maybe 
we should start with the critical look at what we thought, how we could approach these 
problems. I will come up with the criticism of one important aspect of it. And that is one 
important contribution in recent years. And that is the EAT-Lancet Report. I will try to 
share my slides about that. Let’s see if I can do that.

Here we go. So, this is about the global benchmarks for post pandemic Food Systems. It 
is the EAT-Lancet Report that tries to do this, giving us some benchmarks on how our 
food system should operate and what we should aim for. I think this report shows a lot of 
very good intentions and also some very good ideas. However, I think it fails in its global 
ambitions. The EAT-Lancet Report is one of the reports that have appeared in the last 

*Prof. Dr. University of Bergen; Norway. matthias.kaiser@uib.no
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two years. You can see on this slide that some of these reports are from the FAO and some 
of them from the European Union, like Food from the Oceans, or on the left, you see a 
report on a future Sustainable Food System, by Science Advice for Policy by European 
Academies (SAPEA). The latter one is actually a very good report.

 

I myself have been part of the SAPEA Report Food from the Oceans. But I shall focus 
on the kind of problems that we are facing when talking about our food systems. We all 
know that the food system that we have been operating under has been modeled upon 
mass consumption models with a linear economic value chain; you can see a depiction 
of this value chain on my slide: from input to production, to processing, distribution, 
marketing, and consumption. Now, I think we have left, and I would add: we should 
have left that linear thinking a while ago. Many reports, for example, the SAPEA report 
on mapping the food system is operating with a more complex model. It is potentially a 
circular model, an interactive model where the food chain, the food system is interacting 
with other systems like politics, like health, like environment, like society, and economy. 
That kind of interaction provides for a very complex picture and a very complex challenge. 
Many reports, even the FAO, conclude like the SAPEA report that “business as usual is 
no longer a viable option and radical change is required.”

«Get Big or get out!» (EARL BUTZ)

The received paradigm:
The mass consumption model with linear economic value chain

But now :
Moving from linearity
and  mass production
to: ....
Next slide  

The complex adaptive 
and possibly
circular system of food
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Let’s stop and pause here for a while. What does it say really? It says that the way we conceived 
our food system is intrinsically wrong. And particularly the way we managed it, the way we 
planned it, is intrinsically wrong. We have to redesign it in the new manner. And that is of 
course a rather radical claim. So, how are we going to do this?

My personal view is that food research has committed some basic mistakes so far, but 
although normally guided by good intentions, food research in general did not come up 
with viable solutions for the future. Why is that?

I think we were too long too happy with too narrow disciplinary silos. We have been working 
in our sub-disciplines, or sub-sub-disciplines too long and used specialized models and 
specialized terminology to come up with solutions. But we have not managed so far to truly 
engage in what is called transdisciplinarity.

Second, we have been too gullible in regard to the most powerful actors. That is for example 
OECD, FAO or others. We have been following what their political reports have been saying 
and adopted their visions, adapted to their terminology and the models and even their data. 
I recall a meeting in the European Union and a SAPEA report was presented. This is from 
Food from the Oceans and there was a variety of depictions of the sea food production and 
some of them were based on academic data that were not captured by the a priori FAO 
reports and were used in different settings. The FAO representative replied in a rage that 
“there is only one set of data and that is the FAO data”.

So, there is power involved when we are discussing food Systems. And we should free 
ourselves from these pressures. 

Third, we have been too obedient to economic modeling. Their extrapolations of existing 
trends and their basically linear thinking has not been of a big benefit to us.

Taleb has been writing a book on Black Swans the Unexpected High Impact Events. And I 
think what we are facing now, the pandemic is maybe such an unexpected high impact event. 

Fourth and finally, we were too easily seduced by silver bullets of global masterplans. That 
is, we are looking at the world as a whole as if it were one unit we are dealing with, and not 
the diversification of different interacting and entangled systems with very different drivers 
and resources.

So, these silver bullets or these Global Masterplans have been dominating too much. And 
I will now move to one example, and that is the EAT-Lancet Report. You can read there 
that transformation to healthy diets by 2050 will require substantial dietary shifts. I think 
we can agree on that. Global consumption of fruits, vegetables, nuts and legumes will have 
to double and consumption of foods such as red meat and sugar will have to be reduced by 
more than 50%. A diet rich in plant-based food and with fewer animal source foods confers, 
both improved health and environmental benefits, if we read it in such a general manner, 
I think there may be quite a lot of truth in it, but be aware that it is very specific and very 
global. If you come to the more detailed descriptions, you can see that the report operates 
with much more specified targets and that is where my criticism comes in. So, let’s see what 
my criticism is.

My first criticism is that the report is culturally biased. It is designed for the affluent 
populations of the global North with the West. It has little applicability to places like 
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sub-Saharan Africa or South East Asia. I figure it might also have little applicability to 
places like Turkey, but that is for you to judge. Occasional reference to people and their 
mores is there in the report, but it ignores the cultural embeddedness of food. Food is 
much more than just nutrition. Food is tradition, food is social interaction among people 
in families and cultural traditions, religious feasts and so on. It also ignores the diverse 
realities of small-scale producers and the local temporal and situational context. In many 
countries in the world, in particular in the poor countries, we do not see this large-scale 
production, but we see local small-scale producers, family-owned farms that live on the 
edge of subsistence and that have to struggle with the resources they have. And these 
situations are very different in different parts of the world.

Secondly, I think it is too light-footed in regards to scientific rigor. There is a major claim 
in the report that if we follow its advice it will easily save 11 million lives annually. Now 
this is quite an extraordinary claim: 11 million lives annually, globally! Now, how does 
that work? Well, they have used three different assessments of diet-related diseases and 
triangulated them and they say that all these assessments end up with roughly 11 million 
lives that could be saved due to a change of diet. However, these statistics include high 
uncertainties and especially when applied globally. We see that the health benefits of the 
diet are very different. Also, the diseases are very different in different parts of the world. 
We know that certain diseases are more common in some countries and less common in 
others. What I suspect is this is an alarmist claim for a political effect, based on ignoring 
uncertainties and intervening environmental factors. And I do not think that should be 
the case in a report like that.

And that connects to my third criticism. And this that the report operates with precisely 
finetuned and quantified targets of healthy nutritional intake - that so and so much 
kilocalories you need on this or that and so on. Now, the point is that these targets have 
changed the last 40 years continually. And many experts have agreed that in nutritional 
science all these quantified targets are beset with extreme high system uncertainties. And 
the literature is often divided about the pros and the cons about it. To the right, you can 
see a study from Schoenfield and Ioannidis, the so-called Boston Cookbook study, which 
targeted 50 ingredients of this cookbook and checked what is in the scientific literature 
about these ingredients in regard to cancer risks. And for each and every one you can find 
a handful of them that showed a positive effect of this ingredient, and also another handful 
that showed a negative effect on cancer risks. That was true for all of the 50 ingredients 
under study. The effect is a lot of noise without useful information. So, there is scientific 
uncertainty and dispute about that.

My fourth criticism relates to the mere approach of proposing a top-down global 
solution. I do not think we can live with that. I do not think this is the way to go. It 
lacks acknowledging critical adaptivity and bottom-up dynamics of involved stakeholders.            
I particularly also refer to indigenous people and their way of living and their food ways, 
which is very different. And adaptivity to the environment and the nutrition needs are 
very different very often in these cultures. Local and regional levels are indicated when 
developing resilient and functioning food systems. That emerges in basically all studies 
that we have done about technology transfer and about developmental economics studies. 
All these studies have shown that top-down strategies simply do not work, even when they 
are combined with local participation to adapt them. It is not the way to go to start from 
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the top and go down to the bottom. What we rather should do is go the other way: from 
the bottom to the top. Look what the localized problem is first, and then discuss how we 
can go about it.

My fifth criticism relates to what they call strategies. The report purports to offer concrete 
strategies aiming at instrumental help but largely it ends up with mere truisms. Like the 
one here that I want to quote: “commitment to healthy diets” as a strategy. Of course, 
who is not committed to a healthy diet? The way to do that is the very problem. When 
you have all these interrelations and all these interactions and concerns to consider, what 
is our strategy then? The larger the picture is, the more complex it is, and the more of a 
challenge it is to devise a strategy.

So, in sum, I think we can see that it is easy to ignore that managing food systems presents 
us with what was called “wicked problems” by Rittel & Webber and that is: “problem 
understanding and problem resolutions are concomitant to each other”. That is, you do 
not even know the precise formulation of the problem and you do not have a stopping 
criterion when you have reached a solution, thus there is no real endpoint other than one 
chosen by convenience. These things are always depending on each other and are fleeting 
in time also. 

And the other point that I want to make is the following: The type 1 and type 2 errors 
are rather well-known in statistics. But more common in our sciences - and I addressed 
this in my opening remarks about the disciplinary silos - is what is called the type 3 
error: “Very good science, but unfortunately all together the wrong problem”. This is 
what mostly happens when scientists in the discipline reformulate the problems so that 
it becomes a disciplinary problem, and then can be answered with disciplinary means in 
the traditional manner.

What we need to do is that we have to refer to a transdisciplinary approach where we 
first are open to really listen to the problem formulations that are out there among the 
users, engage in a dialogue with the end users, the producers and so on. And then, in an 
interactive communication and dialogue with all experts and with all stakeholders, try 
to co-design the way forward, how to go from there, discuss what can be an answer in a 
more comprehensive manner.

So my preferences then are that we have to do inclusive cross-sectorial efforts, that we 
do not even just deal with dairy production or crop production or fisheries or so on, but 
we actually deal with food as such in general, the whole system, multi-level local regional 
and national conversations that aim towards common strategies. Note that depending 
on where we live, it can be more local, a more regional, or even a national strategy. In 
some countries it can be very difficult to design national strategies, but we have to look 
at the realities in our different regions. So, we should aim at the value-based robust and 
well-informed decisions under high system uncertainty. Now, I have earlier in Turkey 
argued for food ethics as an issue that so far has fallen out of the picture for many such 
approaches. And we need to realize how multiple values, not only economic values but 
ecological values, but also human values like work related values, health-related food safety, 
food security and ethical issues, like production conditions, the use of immigrant workers, 
sometimes even slave workers, like in many parts of the fisheries, all of these ethical issues 
have to be included. We have to address them explicitly and we should aim at robust 
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decisions. Robust decisions are decisions that have the chance to survive once they are 
put into practice and they are not undermined by individual decisions to the opposite. 
And they should be well informed, implying that we should use the best of our sciences, 
while realizing that even the best of our science will come with high system uncertainty. 
We cannot get rid of that, but we have to make do with it and make the best out of it.

And as I have been arguing just earlier, we should work in transdisciplinary settings in 
order to acquire trust and robust results. Transdisciplinary settings are, as I said, settings 
that are open to the voices of the end users, the producers and the stakeholders in general.

And what should we aim at? Many scientists think they should aim at the truth, the final 
true realities of the world. Well, in a way truth is, unfortunately, an unachievable goal. 
Obviously, we should not aim at or even tolerate falsehoods. But what we really should 
do is we should aim at good quality that is fit for purpose. What are the purposes? What 
is it that we want to address? What kind of solution we have been looking for that fit for 
purpose? Is this contribution displaying the qualities that we should strive for, given our 
purpose? And I have been addressing this issue, I think, before here in Turkey and in other 
places: this is an offspring from the post-normal science approach. I have been propagating 
this earlier. Let me just briefly recall it:   Funtowicz and Ravetz characterized the post-
normal science approach as the situation when the stakes are high, the facts are uncertain, 
the values are in dispute, but decisions are still urgent. And this calls for extended peer 
review, that means widening the notion of relevant expertise, listening to the voices of 
the users. They are in many ways the experts of where the problems are and how they are 
affected by different value-landscapes.

So, with that I want to stop my presentation here. Thank you for your kind attention and 
I will wish you all the best in your discussions, in your scientific careers, and your work. 
And I hope that the next time we will have the chance to meet in person and engage in 
a dialogue. Here, it is already evening in Norway, I will stop my presentation right now. 
Thank you very much.


