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INTRODUCTION
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
along with the Addis Ababa Action Agenda 
(AAAA) on Financing for Development calls for 
worldwide action from governments, the private 
sector and civil society to align their strategies, 
operations and activities with the principles 
outlined in the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). The 2030 Agenda marks a significant 
shift from traditional development approaches 
by recognizing the important role the private 
sector has to play in achieving sustainable 
development for all. Financing the realization 
of all SDGs will require additional annual 
investments of approximately 2.5 trillion 
USD1. Even a significant increase in official 
development assistance will not be sufficient to 
close this investment gap, and it is thus essential 
to engage the private sector and to ensure 
that private investments be SDG-compliant.

The transformation of food systems is key to 
achieving many SDGs. If considerable efforts 
are made to address growing inequalities 
(such as those related to age and gender), 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, enhance 
the sustainable use of national resources and 
reduce food loss and waste2, food systems can be 
major drivers for the achievement of the SDGs. 
Conversely, under a business-as-usual scenario, 
high levels of food insecurity and unsustainable 
economic growth are likely to persist, with 
substantial negative impacts on health, political 
stability and peace. For example, under a 
business-as-usual scenario, about 570 million 
people are expected to be undernourished 
in 2030, whereas a transformation towards 
sustainability would reduce this number by 
almost half3 (see also figure 1), or even cut it 
to zero. Similarly, actions that will contribute 
to achieve SDG10 (Reduced inequalities) and 
increase the availability of nutritious food, 
will allow consumers to choose healthier diets 
which will reduce the negative impacts of food 
on health. This is key to, inter alia, reducing 
the prevalence of obesity, which has increased 
over recent years and reached 13.2% in 20174.

Given the need to mainstream SDG compliance 
into private sector operations along agricultural 
value chains, FAO is actively working to 
contribute to this complex task, in line with its 
responsibilities as a custodian UN agency for 21 
SDG indicators and as contributing agency for 
a further six. The Organization will therefore 
further enhance its support to the creation 
of enabling environments for SDG-compliant 
investments while also significantly increasing 
its engagement with financial institutions. The 
ultimate aim of this process is to ensure that the 
Organization’s strong knowledge base available 
to governments must be equally for use in 
investment contracts for loans, guarantees and 
equity, which development bankers and indeed 
private banks and investment funds, are signing. 
This will make SDG science concretely available 
to the private sector through single tools.

©FAO
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1 UNCTAD. 2014. World Investment Report 2014: investing in the SDGs: an action plan. 

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, Geneva.  

2 FAO. 2018. The future of food and agriculture – Alternative pathways to 2050. Rome. 224 

pp. License: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO. 

3 Ibid. 

4 FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO. 2018. The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the 

World 2018. Building climate resilience for food security and nutrition. Rome, FAO.

https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/wir2014_en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/I8429EN/i8429en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i9553en/i9553en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i9553en/i9553en.pdf


This paper provides an overview of the rationale, 
background, methodology and scope of FAO’s 
support to SDG compliance. In the outlook of this 
work, there is the concrete possibility that a solid 
policy desire for the mainstreaming of the SDGs 
can trigger a system of quality certification for 
sustainability for people, planet and prosperity.

The first section explains why the realization 
of the global sustainable development agenda 
depends on the successful transformation of 
food systems, building on recent data on social, 
economic, demographic and environmental 
trends. 

Source: FAO. 2018. The future of food and agriculture – Alternative pathways to 2050. Rome. p. 112.

Figure 1: Number of undernourished people: global, historical and projected*
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The second section assesses in detail the 
question of why achieving the SDGs requires a 
successful engagement with the private sector, 
supported by the availability of concretely 
applicable tools. The third section outlines 
FAO’s concrete proposal to mainstream SDG 
compliance into business operations and 
the work carried out in this regard to date.

This paper was written with the collaboration 
of many FAO colleagues, in particular 
Yannick Fiedler, Tommaso Mattei, and  
Davide Zaccaretti for the graphic layout. 

 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

* Here is a legend of the scenarios:

• Business as usual: this global future develops according to socio-economic, technological and environmental patterns that fail to address many challenges for food access and utilization, 

as well as for sustainable food stability and availability, despite efforts to achieve and maintain SDG targets.

• Towards sustainability: virtuous social, environmental and economic dynamics in this scenario ensure fairly generalized equity in terms of access to basic services, as well as universal and 

sustainable access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food mostly produced with environmentally sustainable methods. Thanks to comparatively more resource-efficient food production 

systems and inclusive societies, challenges for both access and utilization, as well as sustainable food stability and availability, are lower than under the BAU scenario. There is universal 

progress to achieve SDG targets and efforts continue after 2030.

• Stratified societies: in this scenario, societies are structured in separate layers. Self-protected élite classes, such as groups of people who have decisional power and use it primarily to 

protect their position and interests, do not feel the urgency to conserve natural resources or mitigate climate change. At the same time, increased poverty, food insecurity and poor nutrition 

leads to the over-exploitation of natural resources and unmanaged agglomerations. In this scenario, both equity and sustainable production are more seriously challenged than under the 

Business-as-usual scenario.

For further information, refer to FAO. 2018. The future of food and agriculture – Alternative pathways to 2050. Rome. par. 2.3.

http://www.fao.org/3/I8429EN/i8429en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/I8429EN/i8429en.pdf
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The realization of the global sustainable 
development agenda depends on the 
successful transformation of food systems

The transformation of food systems is key to 
tackle some of the main challenges the world 
is currently facing. We have to change and 
improve the very way that food is grown, stored, 
transported, traded, sold and consumed to 
make these processes more efficient, sustainable 
and fairer, and to ensure that they actively 
contribute to achieve sustainable development 
for all. Agriculture has a key role to play in 
addressing demographic pressure, increasing 
economic growth, reducing social inequalities 
and combating climate change. Leveraging this 
potential requires substantially more responsible 
investments.

The global population is continuously growing, 
with UN estimates indicating that 9.7 billion 
people will live on earth by 2050. At the same 
time, rural-urban migration is continuing, with 
68% of the world’s population being expected 
to live in urban areas in 2050, against 55% today. 
This means that by 2050 global food availability 
will have to increase by 60%, while the share of 
the global population working in agriculture 
is expected to rise slightly and then decline by 
almost 9%5.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5 https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
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SDGs

5.a.1
(a) Percentage of people with ownership or secure rights over agricultural land (out of total agricultural population), by sex; and (b) share of women 

among owners or rights-bearers of agricultural land, by type of tenure

5.a.2 Percentage of countries where the legal framework (including customary law) guarantees women’s equal rights to land ownership and/or control

2.1.1 Prevalence of undernourishment 

2.1.2 Prevalence of moderate or severe food insecurity in the population, based on the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) 

2.3.1 Volume of production per labour unit by classes of farming/pastoral/forestry enterprise size 

2.3.2 Average income of small-scale food producers, by sex and indigenous status 

2.4.1 Proportion of agricultural area under productive and sustainable agriculture 

2.5.1 Number of plant and animal genetic resources for food and agriculture secured in medium or long term conservation facilities

2.5.2 Proportion of local breeds, classified as being at risk, not-at-risk or unknown level of risk of extinction 

2.a.1 The agriculture orientation index for government expenditures 

2.c.1 Indicator of (food) price anomalies 

6.4.1 Change in water use efficiency over time 

6.4.2 Level of water stress: freshwater withdrawal as a proportion of available freshwater resources 

12.3.1 Global food loss index 

14.4.1 Proportion of fish stocks within biologically sustainable levels 

14.6.1 Progress by countries in the degree of implementation of international instruments aiming to combat illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing 

14.7.1 Sustainable fisheries as a percentage of GDP in small island developing States, least developed countries and all countries 

14.b.1
Progress by countries in adopting and implementing a legal/regulatory/policy/institutional framework which recognizes and protects access rights 

for small-scale fisheries 

15.1.1 Forest area as a percentage of total land area 

15.2.1 Progress towards sustainable forest management 

15.4.2 Mountain Green Cover Index 
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1.4.2
Proportion of total adult population with secure tenure rights to land, with legally recognized documentation and who perceive their rights to land as 

secure, by sex and by type of tenure 

1.5.2 Direct disaster economic loss in relation to global gross domestic product (GDP) 

2.a.2 Total official flows (official development assistance plus other official flows) to the agriculture sector

14.c.1
Number of countries making progress in ratifying, accepting and implementing through legal, policy and institutional frameworks, ocean-related 

instruments that implement international law, as reflected in UNCLOS, for the conservation and sustainable use of the oceans and their resources

15.3.1 Percentage of land that is degraded over total land area

15.6.1 Number of countries that have adopted legislative, administrative and policy frameworks to ensure fair and equitable sharing of benefits
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Figure 2: FAO custodianship indicators table. Source: FAO. 2018. FAO and the SDGs. Indicators: Measuring up to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Rome
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At the same time, global economic growth is 
expected to remain at relatively low levels of less 
than 3% per year until 2021 at least6. Similarly, 
trade expansion will slow down too, with 
an expected growth of 3.7% in 2019 against 
4.7% in 20177. Against the backdrop of limited 
economic growth, it is highly unlikely that the 
number of unemployed people will decrease in 
the short-term8. Similarly worrying is a recent 
estimate by ILO that indicates that vulnerable 
employment is on the rise and concerns more 
than 40% of workers globally9. Making food 
systems more efficient and fairer is key to 
redressing the economy and to creating decent 
work. On the one hand, given the importance 
of agriculture in many developing countries, 
improving efficiency along agricultural supply 
chains could create the foundation for renewed 
economic growth. On the other hand, given 
that the agricultural sector is still the main 
source of employment in low-income countries 
(69%), it is also the sector where efforts should 
focus to improve decent work conditions for 
women and men, essential to SDG1 (No Poverty).

On another level, action will need to be taken 
to address the agriculture-climate change 
nexus, as agriculture is both one of the largest 
sources of greenhouse gas emissions and the 
sector most impacted by climate change. The 
International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
showed that impacts from recent climate 
extremes have revealed the strong vulnerability 
of human and eco-systems to climate variability10. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6 World Bank. 2019. Global Economic Prospects, January 2019: Darkening Skies. Washington, DC: World Bank. 

7 World Trade Organization. World Trade Outlook Indicator signals further loss of momentum in trade growth into Q4.  

8 ILO. 2018. World Employment and Social Outlook: Trends 2018. International Labour Office, Geneva. 

9 Ibid. 

10  IPCC, 2014: Summary for policymakers. In: Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Part A: Global and Sectoral Aspects. Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth 

Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [Field, C.B., V.R. Barros, D.J. Dokken, K.J. Mach, M.D. Mastrandrea, T.E. Bilir, M. Chatterjee, K.L. Ebi, Y.O. Estrada, R.C. Genova, B. 

Girma, E.S. Kissel, A.N. Levy, S. MacCracken, P.R. Mastrandrea, and L.L.White (eds.)]. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, USA, pp. 1-32. 

11 IPCC, ‘Summary for Policymakers’. 

12 World Bank. 2018. Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2018: Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle. Washington, DC: World Bank. License: CC BY 3.0 IGO 

13 FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO. 2018. The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2018. Building climate resilience for food security and nutrition. Rome, FAO. 

 

In particular, it is becoming progressively more 
apparent that climate change negatively affects 
food security and water supply. Despite some 
scattered short-term positive impacts of climate 
change on food production, negative impacts 
on crop yields have been more common11. 
Therefore, agriculture needs to become both 
more sustainable – using natural resources 
more efficiently – and more resilient to extreme 
weather shocks. 

If these issues are not tackled, no matter how 
well the achievement of other SDGs progresses, 
we will not be able to eradicate hunger and 
poverty by 2030, as stipulated in the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals. According to 
recent World Bank estimates, the percentage 
of people living in extreme poverty fell to 10% 
in 2015, but progress is slowing down12. There 
are still 736 million people living on less than 
$1.90 a day. At the same time, 821 million 
people are still suffering from chronic hunger13.
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https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/31066
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news18_e/wtoi_26nov18_e.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_615594.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/WGIIAR5-PartA_FINAL.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/WGIIAR5-PartA_FINAL.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/104451542202552048/pdf/132029-REVISED-PUB-PUBLIC.pdf


At the same time, not all kinds of investment 
are equally beneficial. On the contrary, some 
investments carry significant risks for all actors 
involved17. For example, large-scale land 
acquisitions by domestic or foreign investors18  
conducted without rigorous due diligence and 
meaningful consultations with all concerned 
stakeholders can cause hardship for rural 
communities, including the loss of land and 
livelihoods, and are unlikely to generate long-
term benefits for investors. Hence, in order to 
generate sustainable development for all, it is 
essential to ensure not only more, but, above 
all, better investments. It is essential to enhance 
and promote investments that are responsible 
and sustainable – addressing the needs of 
communities, farmers, investors and the broader 
environment.

The precondition to tackle these challenges is 
an increase in good investments. Investment is 
a precondition for improvements in productivity 
and economic growth, shared wealth and 
resilience to climate-change-induced weather 
events. Unfortunately, the agricultural sector 
suffers from chronic underinvestment (see also 
figure 3). The marginal share of agriculture in 
government expenditure (below 10%), official 
development assistance (5.5%), commercial 
private credits (slightly less than 3%) and foreign 
direct investment14 (3%)  also confirm this. Even 
if recent positive trends for some sources of 
investment15 were to be sustained, neither a 
world free of hunger, nor one free of poverty, 
can be achieved by 2030 under a business-as-
usual scenario. According to FAO, IFAD and 
WFP, additional annual investments of US$265 
billion, or an extra US$160 per poor person per 
year, are needed to achieve the first two SDGs16. 
More than 50% of these investments, US$140 
billion, should specifically target rural areas 
and agriculture. The bulk of these investments 
is expected to come from the private sector. 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

14 Data from FAOSTAT, 2016, http://www.fao.org/economic/ess/ess-economic/credit, and Fiedler & Iafrate. 2016. Trends in Foreign Direct Investment in Food, Beverages and Tobacco. FAO 

Commodity and Trade Policy Research Working Paper, 51. The period measured is 2009-14, except for credit to agriculture (2013-17). Percentages are approximate values.  

15 For example, FDI flows in the food, beverages and tobacco sectors, including primary agricultural production, are estimated to have increased from an annual average USD 16 billion (2003-08) 

to USD 24 billion (2009-14), ODA from USD 4.5 billion per year in the 2000s to USD 8 billion per year in the early 2010s. Source: Fiedler & Iafrate. 2016. Trends in Foreign Direct Investment in Food, 

Beverages and Tobacco. FAO Commodity and Trade Policy Research Working Paper, 51; FAOSTAT, 2016, and World Development Indicators, 2016. Values are in constant 2013 USD. Percentages are 

calculated as shares of agriculture, forestry and fisheries (disbursements) out of total net official development assistance. 

16 FAO, IFAD and WFP. 2015. Achieving Zero Hunger: the critical role of investments in social protection and agriculture. Rome, FAO. 

17 Liu. 2014. Impacts of Foreign Agricultural Investment on Developing Countries: Evidence from Case Studies. FAO Commodity and Trade Policy Research Working Paper, 47. 

18 While much attention has focused on large-scale land acquisitions carried out by foreign investors, research has shown that domestic investment may also contribute to an increase in large-scale 

land transactions at national levels. See for example: Cotula, Vermeulen, Leonard & Keeley. 2009. Land grab or development opportunity? Agricultural investment and International land deals in 

Africa. Rome/London, IIED/FAO/IFAD; Liversage. 2010. Responding to ‘Land Grabbing’ and Promoting Responsible Investment in Agriculture. IFAD Occasional Paper, 2. 

 

69%

25%

4%

Agriculture (% of total employments) Agriculture, value added (% of GDP) Credit to agriculture (% of total credit)

Figure 3: Share of agriculture in total employment, GDP and commercial credit in low-income countries, 2017

Sources: World Development Indicators, 2019; ILOSTAT, 2019; FAOSTAT, 2019
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http://www.fao.org/3/a-ak241e.pdf
https://www.tni.org/files/Liversage Responsible Land Investment.pdf


Achieving the SDGs by successfully engaging 
the private sector

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
outlined therein provide the ideal framework in 
which the abovementioned challenges should 
be tackled. The 2030 Agenda recognizes the 
importance of transforming food systems and 
increasing agricultural investments as a key 
determinant for achieving the SDGs. Furthermore, 
they move beyond previous UN approaches by 
concretely seeking to engage private entities 
in financing and promoting sustainable 
development.

We all recognise the enormous challenges 
associated with the implementation of the SDGs, 
but everybody must also be well aware that there 
is no alternative to tackling these challenges. 
Furthermore, not only do we need to ensure the 
implementation of the SDGs, but also that actions 
lead to the desired impact. Therefore, “scaling up” 
and “mainstreaming” must be keywords. To have 
impact at scale we need ecosystems in the economic 
space that are geared towards the promotion of 
sustainability. The promotion of these ecosystems 
requires innovative thinking since mainstream 
economic theory may not always be suitable 
to address the challenges and opportunities 
deriving from sustainability. Pending the massive 
mainstreaming of emerging theories on circular 
and sustainable economy into the teaching of 
academic economics and in economic policies at 
government and central banks level, we need to 
act with what we have available19.

Achieving all SDGs will require additional annual 
investments of approximately 2.5 trillion USD. 
Hence, one of the major challenges is the closure 
of the investment gap. Governments signed up to 
get into the SDG policy space in a proactive manner. 
FAO and other agencies do their part in the policy 
space as mandated but the policy pull alone is 
not enough. In order to close the investment gap, 
we need a push space and we need to create a 
new ecosystem for companies looking at profit 
but also benefits20. In this sense, the SDGs go 
beyond former UN practices by actively seeking to 
engage the private sector, including commercial 
banks and financial institutions, as principal 
actors in financing sustainable development. 

©FAO/Alessia Pierdomenico 
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19 Circular economy is an emerging topic that has attracted increasing research interest. Chinese and European scholars in particular have taken up this topic and there is an exponential growth 

in publications, even though the whole concept is not yet mainstream. However, interest from companies and policymakers is increasing. For further reference on the relationship between circular 

economy and sustainability, see Geissdoerfer, Savaget, Bocken, Hultink. 2017. The Circular Economy – A new sustainability paradigm?, Journal of Cleaner Production 143, pp. 757–768. Cambridge/Delft 

20 All this was requested by former UN Secretary-General Ban Ki moon at the adoption of 2030 Agenda when he invited companies “to assess their impacts, set ambitious targets and communicate the results in a 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.12.048


It is therefore essential that governments and 
development partners engage the private sector 
while ensuring that private partners embrace 
sustainability. Serious efforts have been made 
to mobilise private sector investments through 
development finance, including through blended 
finance mechanisms, which have met with some 
success (see figure 4).

It is, however, equally important to ensure 
that public funding contributes to, rather than 
compromises, private investments for sustainable 
development (crowding out). In this context, the 
additionality funding provided by development 
finance institutions to private investments should 
be tied to compliance with the SDGs. FAO can 
provide the right tools to do just that 

Ultimately, SDG compliance is also in the interest 
of businesses, and there are obvious reasons why 
businesses should embrace sustainability. First, 
there is a growing body of evidence suggesting 
that investments tend be more successful in 
financial terms when they are well-integrated with 
the host country and surrounding communities21.

Second, there is a growing expectation from various 
stakeholders that businesses apply sustainable 
practices. In particular, local, national and 
international regulations are converging towards 
more sustainable business practices, while investors 
and, in particular, institutional investors set similar 
requirements for their investee companies. Third, 
science and technology provide a push factor by 
offering solutions bringing financial savings on the 
use of natural resources, water, energy, maintaining 
biodiversity, soil preservation etc. Fourth, markets 
provide a strong pull factor. Consumers care more 
and more about healthier and more sustainable 
life, so opportunities are growing. Top hedge 
companies are able to capture new market areas 
whereas those not able to spot the trend will lose 
talents, profits and investors. Fifth, obviously, 
competition plays a role and therefore the best 
policy bet is to promote an ecosystem where all 
companies will have the same playing level, which, 
in turn, calls for certification of sustainability. Sixth, 
the accountancy of natural capital into profit (or 
into losses) should push the paradigm even further.

 

Figure 4: Amounts mobilised by the private sector by development finance interventions vs. total foreign direct investment between 2012 and 2017
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______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

21 See, for example: World Bank & UNCTAD. 2014. The Practice of Responsible Investment Principles in Larger-Scale Agricultural Investments - Implications for corporate performance and impact on 

local communities - World Bank Group discussion paper co-authored by UNCTAD (WBG/2014/DP3). 

22 OECD.2019. FDI flows (indicator). https://doi.org/10.1787/9a523b18-en and OECD. 2019. Amounts mobilised from the private sector by development finance interventions in 2012-2017. 

Source: OECD DAC Statistics22

https://doi.org/10.1787/9a523b18-en
http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/mobilisation.htm


In an ideal world, the whole ecosystem would 
promote sustainable behaviour. Although this is not 
yet the case, some inspiring models and promising 
developments have emerged in recent years. In 
particular, I should like to highlight the emergence 
of the “fourth sector” consisting of for-benefit 
organizations that seek to combine the generation 
of societal benefit with company-level profits. The 
increasing amount of impact investment funds is 
also an encouraging sign. These entities are well 
equipped to fully contribute to the realization of 
the SDGs while generating benefits at scale. The 
whole theory and practice on social enterprise 
and social business is a catalytic example, too23.

If we manage to create this ecosystem, the very 
daily business and operational procedures of 
companies would be transformed, based on the 
four following pillars:

        Social purpose through an organizational 
        strategy, corporate policies and practical 
        day-to-day operational tools which are 
        firmly rooted within SDG philosophy

The purpose of a company defines its contribution 
to human societies and the core principles that 
guide managers’ actions. Our planet is a shared 
inheritance, whose fruits are meant to benefit 
everyone. Hence, every ecological approach needs 
to incorporate a social perspective that takes into 
account the fundamental rights of the poor and the 
underprivileged24. If organizations are then to shift 
from a profit-centred perspective towards broad 
benefit creation, they should embed, incorporate, 
mainstream and ultimately integrate all SDG 
compliance actions into operations. The relevance 
of social and cultural impact is also reflected in the 
tools FAO has made available for mainstreaming 
SDG compliance throughout society as a whole, 
such as the Voluntary guidelines on the responsible 
governance of tenure of land, fisheries and forests 
in the context of national food security (VGGT) 
and the Principles for Responsible Investment 
in Agriculture and Food Systems (CFS-RAI)25.

       

       Transparency, openness to innovation and 
       unobvious, biodiverse partnerships

Consumers may be both drivers of sustainability 
(through the voicing of legitimate expectations 
on traceability, quality standards, etc.) and 
of dominant market disruption. Therefore, 
organizations have business interests in making 
serious efforts to enhance the transparency of their 
operations and working conditions in their supply 
chains, improving traceability of their products and 
adapting processes whenever necessary. Unobvious 
and biodiverse partnerships, with NGOs or others, 
may help to transform their own processes. 

        Inclusive ownership through a balanced 
        stakeholders governance

Consultations with all relevant stakeholders 
are a prerequisite to ensure that a company’s 
decisions on potential and ongoing investments 
are well informed, taking into account a plurality 
of views that can help the definition of long-
term performance corporate goals. There is solid 
evidence that intensive consultations with relevant 
stakeholders prior to the implementation of 
an investment project benefits those impacted 
directly and indirectly by the investment as well 
as the investor itself26. Communities can assist 
business to identify longer-term benefits and 
reduce critical, systemic risks for companies.

           Ensuring SDG-compliant supply chains

SDG-compliant supply chains imply that all elements 
of the chain actively contribute to meet SDG targets 
measured rigorously via SDG indicators without 
affecting financial profitability. The High-Level 
Panel of Experts of the Committee on World Food 
Security asserted in 2014 that food systems play a 
vital role in achieving sustainable development as 
they have a major impact on, and are impacted 
by, a wide range of actors, the environment, 
inputs, processes, infrastructures, and markets. 
This reiterates the importance of the holistic 
approach, which is paradigmatic of sustainability. 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

23  The work of Muhammad Yunus, Nobel Prize laureate and member of the FAO-Nobel Peace Laureates Alliance for Food Security and Peace is worth mentioning to this effect. Father of the 

microfinance, Yunus contributed to the concept of social business, a business that addresses a social problem and reinvests all of its profits back into the business itself or uses them to start other 

social businesses, all with the aim of increasing social impact. In his view, this is the only model that might really lead us to the “World of Three Zeros” outlined in his book (Yunus. 2017. A World of 

Three Zeros: The New Economics of Zero Poverty, Zero Unemployment, and Zero Net Carbon Emissions. PublicAffairs. New York). In addition to this, the development and implementation of social 

business initiatives in the agricultural sector, particularly among young people, can help with the process of transformation of food systems, key to achieving SDGs 1 and 2. For further reference, see 

Cheney. 2017. Social business: Muhammad Yunus on his new strategy for fighting poverty. Devex.. 

24 Vatican Press. 2015. Encyclical letter “Laudato si’” of the Holy Father Francis on care for our common home. Vatican City. 

25 See chapter III hereunder. 

26 World Bank & UNCTAD. 2014. The Practice of Responsible Investment Principles in Larger-Scale Agricultural Investments - Implications for corporate performance and impact on local 

communities - World Bank Group discussion paper co-authored by UNCTAD (WBG/2014/DP3).

10
©FAO/Riccardo Gangale

http://www.fao.org/nobel-for-foodsecurity-peace/en/
https://www.devex.com/news/social-business-muhammad-yunus-on-his-new-strategy-for-fighting-poverty-91114
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/wb_unctad_2014_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/wb_unctad_2014_en.pdf


 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

27 FAO. 2018. Sustainable food systems. Concept and framework. Rome, FAO. 

28  A concrete example of this could be the Agrobiodiversity Index developed by Bioversity International/CGIAR. Being the loss of food diversity one of the main challenges in transforming 

food systems, and considering the lack of an agreed, standard way of measuring agrobiodiversity, this index was created in order to help relevant decision-makers (governments, investors and 

companies) draft and implement effective action plans aimed at developing sustainable food systems. Moreover, using the Agrobiodiversity Index, companies and governments can reduce 

operational and reputational risks and seize opportunities, by estimating and monitoring the agrobiodiversity impact of supply chain investments.

In order to be sustainable, the development of the 
food system needs to generate positive value along 
three dimensions simultaneously: (i) economic – it is 
profitable throughout; (ii) social – it has broad-based 
benefits for society as a whole; (iii) environmental 
- it has a positive or neutral impact on the natural 
environment27. In this regard, FAO’s Food Systems 
Programme Management Team actively works to 
mainstream the SDGs throughout food systems 
in order to end hunger, achieve food security and 
improve nutrition by 2030.

Unfortunately, current academia is still teaching 
old-fashioned economic theory, even though new 
models are emerging. Moreover, the cost of natural 
capital is not monetised in profit and loss accounts, 
as it is only in the balance sheet of the planet. On top 
of this, current economic ecosystems do not foster a 
transformation based on the aforementioned four 
pillars. 

We therefore need to strive for the development of 
a new, more conducive ecosystem. Quite obviously, 
this ecosystem would include solid public policies 
inspiring the financial markets through indexes 
linked to sustainability28, solidly based, in the 
future, on UN-guaranteed ratings and certification. 
It would furthermore include new education and 
training opportunities that would favour a new 
thinking on sustainable development. Pilot projects 
will not be sufficient to transform the business 
and operations of companies. Rather, we have to 
massively mainstream SDGs and take concrete steps 
in the right direction so that the transformation of 
existing enterprises towards this sustainability will 
be smoother, faster and easier.

       

©FAO

11

http://www.fao.org/3/ca2079en/CA2079EN.pdf
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/abd-index/
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ABD_Index_Investor.pdf
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ABD_Index_Investor.pdf


Given the need to mainstream SDG compliance into 
private sector operations, FAO is actively working to 
contribute to this complex task. Being the lead UN 
agency on issues related to food and agriculture 
linked to land, soil and water, mountains and 
forests, rivers and oceans, FAO is well prepared to 
carry out this task. In charge of 21+6 indicators, the 
Organization recognizes the importance of creating 
an enabling environment for SDG-compliant 
investments, but goes beyond traditional approaches 
by actively seeking to engage non-state actors, 
including businesses, investment funds, commercial 
banks, farmers associations and cooperatives.

FAO is taking the lead among the UN agencies 
in providing technical expertise to promote 
the transformation of food systems through an 
approach, which is deeply rooted in the 2030 
Agenda and in the greater SDG framework. This 
new approach, which is obviously reflected in the 
Organization’s strategic framework29, targets those 
most in need. It focuses on enhancing livelihood 
opportunities in rural zones, where most of the 
poor live, and actively seeks to promote decent 
employment. It recognizes the different needs of 
women and men, youth, workers, smallholders 
and landless farmers living in different regions of 
the world and aims to make food systems more 
sustainable, fairer and transparent. It promotes the 
sustainable use of natural resources, hence moving 
beyond conservation techniques, while recognizing 
that innovative techniques must be commensurate 
with the financial capacities of small-scale producers.

Finally, it goes beyond the promotion of food 
security, by broadening its approach to malnutrition. 
A comprehensive presentation of FAO’s vision on 
transforming the food systems and transforming 
our world is to be found in FAO’s publications and 
knowledge30.

Mainstreaming SDG compliance: a concrete 
proposal and FAO’s contribution 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

29 The reviewed Strategic Framework provides the overall strategic direction for the 

Organization […] Ten challenges are identified and described, which represent the main 

development problems to be faced in the near future. They formed the basis for the review 

of the conceptual framework and theory of change of the five current Strategic Objectives 

(SOs): 1. Contribute to the eradication of hunger, food insecurity and malnutrition; 2. Make 

agriculture, forestry and fisheries more productive and sustainable; 3. Reduce rural poverty; 4. 

Enable more inclusive and efficient agricultural and food systems; 5. Increase the resilience of 

livelihoods to threats and crises. The Strategic Framework continues to include a sixth objective 

to ensure technical leadership and the integration of statistics and the crosscutting issues of 

climate change, gender, governance, and nutrition in the design and delivery of the Strategic 

Objectives. http://www.fao.org/3/a-ms431reve.pdf 

30 See for example: FAO. 2013. The State of Food and Agriculture: Food systems for better 

nutrition. Rome, FAO. 
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http://www.fao.org/3/a-ms431reve.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i3300e/i3300e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i3300e/i3300e.pdf


This knowledge has provided the basis for a series of internationally endorsed guidance 
instruments, which form the basis for FAO’s support to SDG compliance. These include:

Codes of conduct on food losses and waste

13

CFS Voluntary guidelines on the 
responsible governance of tenure of 
land, fisheries and forests in the context 
of national food security (VGGT), which 
are a key instrument to ensure that land-
based investments do not lead to land 
grabbing. A series of technical guides 
was developed and made available to 
translate principles of the VGGT into 
practical mechanisms, processes and 
actions, to share good practices, to provide 
useful tools for activities such as the 
design of policy and reform processes, 
as well as for the design of investment 
projects and for guiding interventions.

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

31 The preliminary draft was discussed by the CFS in March 2019 and commented by several stakeholders.

Under 
Development

Under 
Development

CFS Principles for Responsible Investment 
in Agriculture and Food Systems (CFS-RAI), 
a globally applicable soft law instrument 
endorsed in 2014 by representatives of 
governments, private sector, producer 
organizations, cooperatives and civil 
society. It consists of ten principles that 
apply to all types and sizes of agricultural 
investment including fisheries, forests and 
livestock, and address all stakeholders, 
applying to all stages of the value chain. 
They include actions to address a range of 

environmental, social and economic issues.

Voluntary Guidelines to support the 
progressive realization of the right to 
adequate food in the context of the 
national food security (VGRtF), a human 
rights-based practical tool aimed at 
providing guidance to states in their 
implementation of the progressive 
realization of the right to adequate food 
in the context of national food security, 
in order to achieve the goals of the Plan 
of Action of the World Food Summit.

Agreement on Port State Measures 
(PSMA), the first binding international 
agreement that specifically targets 
illegal, unreported and unregulated 
(IUU) fishing. Through a minimum set of 
standard measures, the PSMA ensures 
proper detection and investigation 
of IUU fishing, as well as follow-up 
actions, reporting and notification. 
It also provides for the requirements 
of developing States, including the 
establishment of funding mechanisms.

Ex-Ante Carbon-balance Tool (EX-ACT), 
an appraisal system providing ex-ante 
estimations of the impact of agriculture 
and forestry development projects on 
greenhouse gas emissions and carbon 
sequestration. EX-ACT has the potential 
to support project designers to select 
activities with higher benefits both in 
economic and climate-change mitigation 
terms, and the output could be used 
in financial and economic analysis.

Handbook for monitoring and evaluation 
of child labour in agriculture, designed 
for use by all actors in agriculture 
(planners and implementers of projects/
programmes, CSOs, international 
organizations, governments, policy-
makers, producers’ organizations, etc.) 
and providing guidance and tools for 
assessing the impacts of agricultural and 
food security programmes and projects on 
child labour in family-based agriculture.

CFS Voluntary Guidelines on Food Systems 
and Nutrition (under development31), 
intended to be a reference point that 
provides evidence-based guidance mainly 
to governments, specialized institutions 
and other stakeholders, on effective 
policies, investments and institutional 
arrangements that will address 
malnutrition in all its forms, towards the 
realization of the right to adequate food 
in the context of national food security and 
the achievement of SDG2 (Zero hunger).

http://www.fao.org/3/a-au866e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i5469t/I5469T.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i2801e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i2801e/I2801E.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i2801e/I2801E.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i2801e/I2801E.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i2801e/I2801E.pdf
http://www.fao.org/tenure/resources/collections/governance-of-tenure-technical-guides/en/
http://www.fao.org/3/i2801e/I2801E.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-y7937e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/templates/cfs/Docs1819/Nutrition/CFS_Zero_Draft_Voluntary_Guidelines_Food_Systems_and_Nutrition.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4630e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/tc/exact/ex-act-home/en/
http://www.fao.org/3/a-au866e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-y7937e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i5469t/I5469T.pdf
http://www.fao.org/tc/exact/ex-act-home/en/
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4630e.pdf


Recognizing the unique expertise and experience 
of FAO, the Organization has been designated as 
one of the lead agencies to support the realization 
of the SDGs. In particular, FAO is the custodian UN 
agency for 21 SDG indicators and is a contributing 
agency for a further six. By no means is FAO’s 
knowledge and mandate limited to 21+6 indicators, 
but the responsibility guarantees a lead position 
and, in coordination with other custodian agencies, 
institutional coherence at the global level. The 
Organization now has to fully leverage its expertise 
to support SDG compliance. This includes, on the 
one hand, favouring an enabling environment 
for SDG-compliant investments among member 
countries and, on the other hand, fostering 
and mainstreaming SDG compliance in direct 
collaboration with financial institutions, commercial 
banks, agribusinesses, farmers’ organizations and 
cooperatives, extending to all economic actors and 
their impact.

In its support to policy makers to create an enabling 
environment for SDG-compliant investments, FAO 
is actively drawing on several decades of experience 
working with governments on the socio-economic 
and environmental aspects of investments. The 
Organization is providing capacity development 
support to policy makers, including through 
e-learning, on various issues, including responsible 
agricultural investments in general, incentives for 
young agri-entrepreneur investors, land-based 
investments, child labour, gender considerations, 
youth employment, right to food, food safety and 
others.

More recently, the Organization has also started to 
repackage technical guides, tools and e-learning 
materials for the private sector. In particular, FAO 
has developed a technical guide for investors 
to provide hands-on guidance on compliance 
with the VGGT in the context of land-based 
investments32. Another example is the e-learning 
course on Business strategies and public-private 
partnerships to end child labour in agriculture33. 

This process is ongoing, and more concrete guidance 
tools are expected to be developed in the short- and 
mid-term. On tenure, for example, this could include 
the further development of tools such as impact 
assessment frameworks and short checklists, which 
could then become the technical specification of 
any financial transaction linked to investment or 
operation under contract. The impact of such a 
tool used by commercial financial players can be 
huge. Similar work could be done on fisheries, soil 
and water management, decent employment, child 
labour, carbon trapping, youth employment and 
other issues. The ultimate aim of this process is to 
ensure that the Organization’s strong knowledge 
base available to governments must also be fit to be 
used in investment contracts of loans, guarantees 
and equity, which development bankers and indeed 
private banks and investment funds, are signing.

One important aspect in this regard is the clustering 
of indicators around functional areas, which could 
help to reduce the complexity of the SDGs for 
private companies. The matter here is to cluster the 
science and techniques of indicators, which were 
conceived for governments, into functional actions 
concretely identifiable by economic operators. 
Ideally, these clusters could then be used easily 
by lawyers or loan officers for the compilation 
of the technical annexes of a loan contract or 
to establish the rules of engagements proposed 
in the prospectus of producers’ associations or 
federations of companies in the food sector.

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

31 See for example: FAO. 2013. The State of Food and Agriculture: Food systems for better nutrition. Rome, FAO. 

32  FAO. 2016. Responsible governance of tenure: a technical guide for investors. Rome, FAO. 

33  https://elearning.fao.org/course/view.php?id=300
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http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5147e.pdf
https://elearning.fao.org/course/view.php?id=300


By working on both the regulatory environment 
and by turning knowledge into practical aspects 
for investments to enhance sustainability, FAO 
can play a unique pivotal role through this 
complementary approach. For these reasons, the 
Organization has engaged in conversations with 
development banks, with private equity funds, 
private banks and other financial institutions, which 
aim to maximize FAO’s impact on investments 
while avoiding the potential risks that direct 
interaction with private companies would entail, 
especially on the normative objects of the work. 
By means of a transparent call and avoiding any 
interference with governance of FAO in normative 
matters, the risks are practically eliminated.

However, monitoring is crucial! The creation of 
guidelines and tools, which then serve as the 
basis for contractual obligations, is necessarily 
the first step, but it is then paramount to monitor 
whether these obligations are actually enforced. 
The custodianship of the SDG indicators entrusted 
to FAO provides the Organization with a mandate 
and strong legitimacy to develop monitoring 
methodologies – both for work with governments 
and at investment levels. This work will have to be 
carried out in a franchising-like partnership with 
relevant entities including civil society organizations, 
universities, certification companies but also, of 
course, governments and international agencies.

It will be crucial to ensure that we move beyond 
voluntary commitments to strongly embedded 
SDG compliance mechanisms in financial 
agreements, including those financing private 
actions. This approach to sustainability is the only 
way to make sure that our grandchildren have a 
prosperous planet. Therefore, it must be adopted 
in a very comprehensive way, particularly with big 
companies, and work in partnership with federations 
and associations of all private actors in the value 
chain, development banks, impact investors, 
equity funds, commercial banks, cooperatives, 
farmers associations and governments. Only if we 
manage to mobilize all these actors will we be able 
to ensure that the considerable investment gap 
to achieve the first two SDGs – an annual US$265 
billion – is closed. This is in line with the general 
UN shift from the funding of individual projects 
(transferring resources from a financial contributor 
to a recipient) to financing: the structuring of 
different financial flows to achieve collective, 
transformative, sustainable development results34.

 

©FAO/ Heinz Plenge
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34 UNDG. 2017. UNDAF companion guidance: funding to financing. New York, UNDG 

https://undg.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/UNDG-UNDAF-Companion-Pieces-5-Funding-To-Financing.pdf


The work outlined above is an important step 
towards SDG compliance and, consequently, 
towards the overall achievement of the SDGs. 
There is a need for more thorough work on 
a series of issues to attain further informed 
decision-making in line with the SDGs. In 
particular, a comprehensive assessment is needed 
to understand the actual and potential role 
incentives could play in providing rewards or 
penalties for investments and corporate conduct 
which is, or is not, SDG-compliant. At another 
level, it is important to better understand 
how the companies in the value chains can 
support smallholders, who are the backbone 
of food production on the planet, through 
technical expertise and supply chain integration.

This should include an analysis of the possible 
role of retailers in resolving these challenges. 
Furthermore, an assessment of the actual and 
potential role of consumers in driving the desired 
changes in food systems towards SDG compliance 
is needed. Besides, serious efforts are required 
to reduce confusion from misleading metrics. 
Finally, we must strive to incorporate lessons 
learned from work on nutrition and the health 
benefits of food to reduce food-related diseases.

Based on the concepts analysed in this paper, 
applicable to the work of the whole UN 
development system, FAO is setting the pace 
and framing spot-on partnerships to fully 
implement its pivotal technical, human and 
convening role aimed at fully achieving the SDGs.

Further reflections on potential future work
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