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Subversive Future Seeks Like-
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between Visions of Food
Sovereignty Futures and Quantified
Scenarios of Global Food Futures
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Will we, by , be able to feed a rapidly growing population with

healthy and sustainably grown food in a world threatened by climate

change, water scarcity, biodiversity loss, environmental degradation,

and systemic crises? There are too many uncertainties for us to predict the long-

term evolution of the global agri-food system. What we can do is explore a wide

range of futures in order to inform our public debate on the future of food; to

anticipate the effects of economic development, trade rules, population growth,

and other drivers of change on food security, hunger, and malnutrition; and to

make policy decisions about trade and investments in desirable agricultural prac-

tices and sustainable technologies.

The tool of choice for approaching uncertain futures is to create scenarios—

story lines that vividly describe what different futures could look like—and quan-

tify them to get numerical estimates of how different aspects of the global agri-

food system might evolve under different hypotheses (for example, low or high
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population or income growth). Such quantification is usually done with computer

simulation models.

These scenarios are not mere thought experiments. Governments and interna-

tional agencies rely on these quantified global food futures scenarios to make pol-

icy decisions. Scenario analysts and modelers are charged with creating a wide

range of plausible, relevant, contrasted, and challenging scenarios. To be relevant,

these scenarios cannot disregard visions of food futures and solutions to the cur-

rent and future global agri-food crises that different social actors advocate. For

instance, there are scenarios of technology-driven sustainable intensification, a

solution that many experts support. Given that, we would also expect to see

among the many scenarios produced over the last twenty years the future advo-

cated by the food sovereignty movement, which claims to represent roughly

two hundred million self-described “peasants” (small farmers) worldwide. This

movement defends a vision of the future based on relocalized, sustainable, and

just agri-food systems, self-governed through direct and participatory democratic

processes. It therefore challenges the very foundations of the current global agri-

food system and its reliance on international trade and large private and public

players. It intentionally repoliticizes the agri-food problem. It is not a fringe move-

ment; it successfully lobbied for the adoption by the UN General Assembly of the

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Other People Working

in Rural Areas (UNDROP) in December , which explicitly mentions food

sovereignty.

Despite this achievement, food sovereignty is conspicuously absent from

quantified scenarios of global food futures. More surprising yet, members of

the community of scenario analysts and modelers, and members of the food

sovereignty movement (and allied academic communities) do not engage

with each other. Yet both groups discuss the future of global food with policy-

makers and international institutions such as the Food and Agriculture

Organization (FAO). The goal of this essay is to inquire why this is the case,

as a first step toward mutual engagement and the potential co-creation of

food sovereignty quantified scenarios.

To do this, I will first explain the origins of the food sovereignty movement and

what it stands for. Next, I will offer an introduction to quantified scenarios of

global food futures, before arguing why I think the absence of quantified scenarios

of food sovereignty is troubling. Then, I will identify obstacles to the creation of

food sovereignty scenarios by examining two such attempts.
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Given how divisive and politically charged the debate over food sovereignty is, I

want to take a step back and explain my motivation for discussing the issue in this

manner. I am not a food sovereignty defender. I am a philosopher who works on

food ethics (where food sovereignty is widely discussed and gathers a lot of sup-

port) and a practicing futurist involved in the creation of scenarios. I also collab-

orate with modelers who quantify food scenarios. My goal is to understand what

stands in the way of creating food sovereignty quantified scenarios, because the

representation of civil society voices in scenarios matters to me and because I

am convinced that such scenarios would stimulate our collective deliberation on

plausible and desirable food futures. This essay is intended to be as much a schol-

arly contribution as a form of diplomatic mediation.

What Does the Food Sovereignty Movement Stand For?

Food sovereignty is not just an academic concept; rather it is a banner designating

the demands, rights claims, values, and vision in the making of small farmers

engaged in struggles in local contexts and in the international arena. This is

why we need to look at the history of the food sovereignty movement to under-

stand what it stands for.

The movement emerged in the s and s in Central and Latin America

in reaction to structural adjustment policies promoted by international organiza-

tions in developing countries. These policies included deregulation, the privatiza-

tion of public services, the adoption of modern monocropping, a shift from local

markets to agroexport, and the opening of markets to foreign investment. These

policies disrupted local markets and provoked a profound crisis among small

farmers. Agrarian movements organized against market dependency and con-

tested the power of transnational corporations and international institutions,

such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

The movement crystallized in  with the creation of La Via Campesina

(LVC)—an umbrella transnational entity grouping agrarian organizations around

the globe (including but not limited to indigenous populations). Its members are

smallholding family farmers, farm workers, landless farmers, and medium-sized

farmers who practice low-input agriculture and are profoundly attached to nature,

and their land and cultures. LVC uses the term “peasant” (“campesino” in Spanish

and “paysan” in French) to designate its members as a whole and their valued way

of life.
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LVC gained visibility in  during World Trade Organization meetings when

its members opposed the inclusion of agriculture in free-trade negotiations. This is

when LVC started using the term “food sovereignty” to designate its demands, val-

ues, and vision. Although in the s the term had been used to refer to state

sovereignty and protectionist policies, LVC members reappropriated it and

changed its meaning, detaching it from its statist origin.

Food sovereignty was, first of all, a rallying cry for an alternative to economic

globalization and the “food security” discourse promoted by the FAO and other

international agencies. Its opposition to economic globalization included concerns

about free-trade policies and the consolidation of a global agri-food system dom-

inated by a few transnational players with the power to decide what should be pro-

duced, how, and at what price. At the time, food security was roughly understood

as people’s permanent economic and/or physical access to food that is sufficient,

safe, and nutritious. LVC challenged this notion of food security on the grounds

that simply having access to food, or being able to purchase it, is compatible with

disrupting local agricultural production systems (through dumping aid or

imports) and destroying related cultural practices. LVC activists perceived food

security as obscuring political questions that needed to be front and center:

Who controls the agri-food system? Who decides what to produce and how to

produce it? Who sets food prices? Who owns land? How important are the cul-

tural, social, and symbolic values of food—and of farming as a way of life—in con-

trast to its nutritional value?

Today, LVC claims to represent  organizations in eighty-one countries,

comprising around two hundred million peasants. It is thus not surprising

that what the food sovereignty movement stands for keeps evolving. Over

the years, the more positive demands of food sovereignty, beyond opposition

to globalization, have gained prominence through grassroots experiments.

We can now understand the demands of this movement in modular terms:

some demands, such as land reform, are relevant in certain countries but not

others. Finally, the movement has followed a strategy of what Priscilla Claeys

calls “subversive institutionalization,” lobbying for the integration of a right

to food sovereignty into national constitutions and laws (in Bolivia, Ecuador,

Egypt, Mali, Nepal, Senegal, Venezuela) and international human rights (see

below).

A simple characterization of what the food sovereignty movement stands for is

challenging: there are many definitions of food sovereignty and attempts at
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synthesis are contestable interpretations. I therefore cautiously propose the fol-

lowing definition:

Food sovereignty is the right to direct and participatory democratic control over small-
scale, largely autonomous, and relocalized agri-food systems based on: () sustainability
(agroecology or organic farming); () social justice; () gender equity; and () respect
for cultural diversity, nature, the value of food, and the peasant way of life. It is also
the process that leads to fully realizing that right and vision of the future.

This definition tries to capture some core elements of food sovereignty, correct

some misunderstandings, and bring to light underdetermined elements. Food sov-

ereignty is not complete autarky, full self-sufficiency, or dogmatic localism.

Twenty years of discussions have made it clear to food sovereignty activists and

scholars that extensive material and political autonomy cannot be universally

achieved at the local level. The adequate scale lies somewhere between the local

and the national, especially in “microregions” (ecological-social-geographic food

sheds), which exist below the national level. “Macroregions,” which group several

countries together, are excluded for ecological and political reasons. For instance,

Western Europe is a macroregion but not an ecological zone. Direct and participa-

tory democracy might be possible in a country like Iceland but impossible in India.

Scale also matters because the major sources of ideological inspiration for food

sovereignty activists are anarcho-syndicalism, eco-communalism, and left-

libertarianism. These ideologies favor autonomous political communities resisting

state power and are in tension with the more state-centric commitments of some

LVC members who come from a Marxist tradition. Hence, the question, Who is

the sovereign? is one of the most disputed among food sovereignty activists and

scholars: Is it the peasants, the food producers and consumers, the peoples, or

the residents of nation-states? These ideological tensions explain the lack of

agreement on what an economic system replacing capitalism and its focus on eco-

nomic growth would look like.

The definition of food sovereignty I offered stresses a tension between proce-

dural demands of democratic decision-making and substantive normative con-

straints on the outcome of such deliberation. Thus, organic farming or

agroecological approaches are acceptable, but not conventional farming, industri-

alized processing, or technology-driven sustainable intensification. The latter is

rejected because it creates epistemic, material, and financial dependencies between

peasants and technology developers.
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To sum up, the food sovereignty movement promotes certain demands, values,

and rights claims, which point toward a vision of the desired future. This vision

has distinctive characteristics but is not fully specified and has internal tensions

between procedural and substantive demands.

What Are Global Food Futures Quantified Scenarios?

As I mentioned in the introduction, the long-term future (for example, thirty

years from now) of a highly complex global agri-food system composed of

many interacting subsystems cannot be known with certainty or even probability.

Complexity undermines prediction and forecasting. Components of current agri-

food systems include production, storage, transport, processing, packaging, mar-

keting, trade, sale, distribution, consumption, waste systems, and research and

innovation. In addition, the global food system is made up of a large number

of interdependent national and regional food systems. Each interacts with the

environment (biophysical systems) in ways we do not fully understand.

Although prediction and forecasting are impossible, we can decrease uncer-

tainty by exploring a wide range of “plausible futures,” that is, futures we have rea-

son to believe could happen, though we cannot say how likely they are. The tool

of choice for nonpredictive, exploratory anticipation is the creation of narratively

rich scenarios that vividly depict a future world. According to a classical defini-

tion, a “scenario is a story with plausible cause and effect links that connects a

future condition with the present, while illustrating key decisions, events, and con-

sequences throughout the narrative.” The scenario-building process can be expert

led or participatory and inclusive.

Participants in an exploratory scenario-creation process start by analyzing the

global agri-food system and how its components interact. They identify drivers

of change for the question at hand. In studies on food security, the main drivers

are population growth, income growth, technological change, poverty and

inequality, food waste and food loss, dietary patterns, land-use change, biofuels,

urbanization, and climate change.

Next, participants select several variables that generate strong uncertainties and

give them at least two values that describe how they could evolve. For instance, a

recent study identified sustainability (lifestyle and the use of natural resources)

and (in)equality as two major sources of uncertainty for global food security.

Then, a matrix is created with the two variables and their values (low-high) to cre-

ate four possible futures (figure ).
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The use of the two-by-two matrix is common but not obligatory; there are mul-

tiple ways of creating the scenario space and selecting the main features of one’s

scenarios. Some techniques are intuitive, while others follow a specific procedure

to identify the scenario space. Typically, a set of three to six possible futures is

selected and turned into scenarios. Scenarios always come as a set since what mat-

ters is how different (or contrasted) they are.

The matrix produces skeletons of futures that are then fleshed out into narra-

tives of about one to ten pages. The narratives describe in detail those future

worlds and the path that leads to them. At first, these descriptions are purely qual-

itative to allow participants to fill in the blanks creatively and make the future con-

crete. The story line goes through multiple drafts, relying on the judgment of

contributors, before introducing quantification.

The quantification step allows participants to adjust and refine their story lines

based on numerical feedback obtained using a computer model designed and val-

idated to simulate how a system and its components behave based on some

assumptions, parameters, and boundaries. For instance, how do population

growth, income growth, and technological innovation interact when one of

them changes? Quantification might show that a story line that participants

Figure . FOODSECURE scenario matrix.
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judged plausible is based on incoherent assumptions, contradictory scenario ele-

ments, or unrealistic views on the evolution of important drivers of change.

The story line can then be revised and again sent back for quantification, and

the back-and-forth may continue. Not all aspects of the qualitative narrative

can be modeled.

Ideally, the model should be sufficiently transparent and simple to enable par-

ticipants to understand and challenge it. Given that models are always simplified

idealizations of interdependent complex systems, they each have strong limitations

and represent only part of reality in a useful manner. For instance, an economic

model will not represent the way agri-food systems and the climate interact. The

“reality check” should therefore go both ways: from models to narratives and from

narratives to models. This is the heuristic function of scenario analysis: it is a path

for learning what we do not know (the interaction between particular processes,

the impact of certain decisions, the need for certain indicators), revealing and

questioning our anticipatory assumptions (that is, what we usually expect, hope,

or fear will happen).

In food futures studies, three main types of models are used: economic equilib-

rium models, biophysical models, and integrated models that combine models of

different types, including climate models. Economic models are the most widely

used; biophysical models are a minority; and integrated models are strongly on the

rise. I will explain what these models are in the next sections.

While qualitative scenarios can be created by anyone, the use of models requires

heavy investment and computational power that exist in very few places. The main

models are produced in the United States, the Netherlands, Austria, France,

Germany, and Japan. This is why most quantitative scenario exercises are com-

missioned by governments of high-income countries (or funded by their research

agencies) and international institutions, but rarely by NGOs or governments of

low-income countries. Models are costly and difficult to access.

Why Is the Absence of Food Sovereignty Scenarios

Troubling?

In a systematic review of all global food security studies that I recently completed

with my colleagues from Wageningen University & Research in the Netherlands

and the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) in Austria,

we identified fifty-seven global food security quantified scenarios and projection

58 Yashar Saghai

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679421000071 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679421000071


studies published in English between  and . In this period, only two

studies discussed food sovereignty. This is troubling.

Global food futures scenarios are supposed to represent a set of highly con-

trasted, challenging, and relevant plausible futures to stimulate the imagination

and public debate, and to inform important decisions. As there are many plausible

futures, the decision to develop a story line for future X rather than future Y is in

part dictated by comparing their social relevance. Food sovereignty’s worldwide

popularity among small farmers makes it relevant, and its subversive vision

makes it challenging. So, scenario analysts and modelers have good reasons to

take food sovereignty into account.

We should include food sovereignty for two additional reasons. First, food sov-

ereignty is now recognized by the United Nations as a human right. The adoption

of UNDROP in December  went almost unnoticed and received very little

media coverage, perhaps because almost all EU member states abstained and

the United States, the U.K., and a few other countries voted against it, while

 mostly non-Western countries voted for it. Its Article . explicitly men-

tions a right to food sovereignty. This is the result of the LVC’s and other orga-

nizations’ decade-long lobbying strategy. As scenario analysts often use the

Sustainable Development Goals as a yardstick to describe and evaluate their sce-

narios, there is a case for the view that “third-generation” human rights (collective

rights that go beyond the civil and socioeconomic rights of individuals) should

also be taken into account.

Finally, the COVID- crisis has revived interest in relocalization of essential

economic sectors, from health and technological infrastructures to food. This

should be a strong incentive for policymakers to fund the creation of scenarios

in which multiple degrees of relocalization are analyzed and modeled at different

scales.

In the next two sections, I explore the obstacles to the inclusion of food sover-

eignty in quantified scenarios. To do this, I look at two scenario exercises where

food sovereignty was discussed, one of which resulted in a conflict with the eco-

nomic modeling team and one in which a scenario featuring food sovereignty was

created and quantified with a biophysical model. I use both primary and second-

ary sources to identify these obstacles, adopting a food sovereignty perspective. I

refrain from critical comments here because I believe such comments should

result from a dialogue with food sovereignty activists to avoid generating further

mistrust and misunderstandings.
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The Food Sovereignty Vision and Economic Equilibrium

Models: A Mismatch

The International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology

for Development (IAASTD) was conducted using an inclusive global consultative

process designed to “provide decision makers with the information they need to

reduce hunger and poverty, improve rural livelihoods, and facilitate equitable,

environmentally, socially, and economically sustainable development through

the generation of, access to and use of agricultural knowledge, science, and tech-

nology.” The exercise, initiated in  by the World Bank and the FAO and

supported by several UN agencies, was multidisciplinary and involved multiple

stakeholders (over eight hundred participants). Its Washington-based bureau

was composed of “ government and  civil society representatives (NGOs, pro-

ducer and consumer groups, private sector entities, and international organiza-

tions) in order to ensure ownership of the process and findings by a range of

stakeholders.” The bureau selected four hundred experts, who produced peer-

reviewed reports.

The process, however, did not go as expected. Many of the experts were social

scientists critical of globalization, free trade, biotechnologies, mainstream agricul-

tural knowledge production and diffusion practices, and were committed to the

defense of smallholders and indigenous cultures. As a result, mainstream experts

felt frustrated and the scientist nominated by Syngenta left the forum, vocally crit-

icizing the lack of objectivity of the report in regard to agricultural biotechnolo-

gies. Relatedly, the United States, Canada, and Australia expressed their

reservations and did not sign the final document. While one of the original objec-

tives of the IAASTD was to develop a set of four scenarios and quantify them, the

disagreements between some participants and the quantitative scenario-building

team were so intense that the groups rapidly ceased working together. The mod-

eling chapter ended up disconnected from the bulk of the report and there was no

adjustment between the outcome of modeling and the narrative scenarios.

Analyzing what went wrong with the IAASTD matters to us because the final

report portrays food sovereignty positively. In his study of the IAASTD, Ian

Scoones analyzes the internal conflicts that plagued the process. Two points rele-

vant to food sovereignty stand out: the rejection of economic modeling and the

affirmation of the value of local or indigenous knowledge.
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The team in charge of quantitative scenario building was from the Washington,

D.C.–based International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). The IFPRI team

proposed to use their main modeling tool called IMPACT (International Model

for Policy Analysis of Agricultural Commodities and Trade) to conduct the pro-

cess. IMPACT is a partial equilibrium model—that is, a detailed simulation of the

agri-food sector (rather than the entire economy), in which global food demand

and supply are determined by trade and price. The goal was to use IMPACT to

quantify global and regional scenarios. Over the months, participants grew

more and more frustrated with the quantified scenario work, and four obstacles

to collaboration emerged.

First, participants judged that the complexity of IMPACT made it opaque.

Those with no technical expertise were not familiar enough with the model’s

detailed assumptions, parameters, equations, and databases to be able to critically

engage with it and adapt it to their needs. I call this the “model opacity obstacle.”

Second, participants believed the evidence used as input in the model was too

narrow. They claimed that case studies and NGO or farmer-generated success sto-

ries of alternative agricultural practices (for example, organic farming and agro-

ecology), as well as local and indigenous knowledge grounded in experience

and cultural practices, should be considered as on a par with evidence generated

by modern scientific research in agronomy, agricultural economics, and economic

modeling. I call this the “epistemic pluralism obstacle.”

Third, they raised substantive objections to the use of partial equilibrium mod-

els because they saw their internal features as ideologically biased rather than neu-

tral. One reason is that in those models, food demand (purchasing power and food

preference) serves as a proxy for food consumption, because the model calculates

the point at which demand and supply meet on the market. Equilibrium models

are not meant to estimate whether supply satisfies need, though those modeling

exercises also estimate the number of people who are food insecure. Relatedly,

because of the model’s focus on purchasing power, GDP increase is the main cri-

terion used for increased food demand. Thus, a growing world population with

increased purchasing power requires increasing supply to meet demand. This cre-

ates a bias toward ever-increasing production powered by technological innova-

tion, rather than egalitarian distribution. I call this the “internalized bias obstacle.”

Fourth, equilibrium models are fundamentally focused on international or mac-

roregional trade. They use the FAO’s food balance sheets that indicate the volume

and type of agricultural products exported and imported for each country. In such
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a model, global free trade results in positive effects (lowering prices, making food

more accessible), and protectionist policies result in negative effects. Trade within

nations and at smaller scales is made invisible. In addition, on-farm consumption

and noncommercial food transactions are not captured by any indicator and are

by definition excluded from equilibrium models. Thus, large corporate players are

advantaged over smallholders. I call this the “free-trade bias obstacle.”

In conclusion, conflicts within IAASTD reveal four obstacles to food sover-

eignty defenders’ participation in global food quantitative-scenario exercises that

use economic equilibrium models: model opacity, epistemic pluralism, internal-

ized bias, and free-trade bias obstacles. These obstacles are normative and ulti-

mately rely on divergent moral, political, and epistemic assumptions.

Food Sovereignty and Biophysical Models

The second scenario exercise we will examine is Agrimonde-Terra (–),

a participatory foresight exercise led by a French team from CIRAD (Centre de

Coopération Internationale en Recherche Agronomique pour le Développement)

and INRAE (L’Institut National de Recherche pour l’Agriculture, l’Alimentation

et l’Environnement). Its objective was to answer the following question: How

should land, water, and biodiversity be used to meet food security and environmen-

tal sustainability demands by  globally and in diverse regions?

This study is important for two reasons. First, its explicit aim was “to question

the dominance of economic models of global commodity markets as the basis for

assessing global food security.” Second, it developed a food sovereignty scenario.

Third, its Scenario Advisory Committee included a representative of the food sov-

ereignty movement, Antonio Onorati, from the International Planning Committee

for Food Sovereignty. What alternative model does the Agrimonde-Terra team put

forward? Is their food sovereignty scenario satisfactory from a food sovereignty

perspective?

The Agrimonde-Terra team and its predecessor, Agrimonde (–), raise

well-documented criticisms against dominant economic models. Both teams

share the IAASTD participants’ concerns about economic equilibrium models.

To subvert the dominant framework, they use a biophysical model. Their biomass

balance model, GlobAgri-AgT, quantifies the import, export, and other uses of

agri-food products (for example, wheat, maize, dairy); calculates the maximum

cultivable area in each region (for instance, to simulate whether an increase in
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demand for rice can be satisfied by increasing domestic production or requires

imports); and estimates the difference between the actual per-hectare yield of

each product in each region, and its potential maximum yield according to

local agroclimatic conditions. They thus avoid the focus on market prices and

do not obscure the nonmarket side of agri-food systems. Their model’s simplicity

and transparency make it highly usable by nonexperts in participatory exercises.

However, biophysical models are not fully satisfactory from a food sovereignty

perspective. Because of the limited resolution of the grid cells used to map the

world in biophysical models (usually  km), smallholders who cultivate areas less

than two hectares are still invisible. I call this the “invisible small holder obstacle.”

Let us now turn to Agrimonde-Terra’s set of highly original scenarios, which

depict future worlds as they will be by , using healthy, community, metropo-

lization, household, and regionalization scenarios. The description of the region-

alization scenario deserves to be fully quoted since it explicitly features food

sovereignty:

By , political and economic governance in supranational regional blocs arose as a
way to address a series of issues such as financial crises, unemployment, pollution and
high rates of non-communicable diet-related diseases. Within these blocs, States are
managing energy transition and improving food diversity. They seek greater energy
autonomy by increasing the production of renewable energy and by using regionally
available fossil fuel resources. Regions applied the concept of ‘food sovereignty and sub-
sidiarity’, wherein as much food as possible is produced within the region and the
remaining share is imported. Medium-size cities and small towns became part of
regional development, playing a significant role as intermediates between rural areas
and larger cities.

Regional blocs shaped food systems by promoting regional food culture, investing
preferentially in and reconnecting the food industry to regional production.
Medium-size cities and small towns developed industrial and small-scale food process-
ing. This had a positive knock-on effect on employment and income in agriculture and
rural areas.

In a context of moderate climate change, diverse crop and livestock systems
co-exist, from conventional systems to sustainable intensification or agroecology.
Diversification and the search for more autonomy led to making cropping systems
more agroecological, with varieties best suited to regional agri-climatic conditions,
while also strengthening ties between crop and livestock systems. Depending on the
region, cropping systems evolved towards sustainable intensification or agroecology,
while livestock systems adopted conventional intensification, based on domestically
produced animal feed, or agroecology pathways (technology variants A or B).
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With the development of regional food value chains, nutrition transition towards
the consumption of ultra-processed foods was limited, and food access for rural popu-
lations was improved. Globally, the regionalization of diets and food systems contrib-
uted to limiting international trade which, nevertheless, remains a major concern for
net importing regions such as the Near and Middle East, North Africa and West
Africa.

This scenario is a positive regionalization narrative, whereas usual regionaliza-

tion scenarios are negative (involving fragmentation, rivalry, nationalist conflicts).

But is this the future envisioned by food sovereignty advocates? I think not. The

scale is clearly supranational (these are macroregional blocs), rather than local or

microregional. It is therefore difficult to imagine direct and participatory demo-

cratic control over these large agri-food systems. The political and spatial dimen-

sions of food sovereignty are missing. I call this the “ecological and political scale

obstacle.”

There is another problem with this scenario from a food sovereignty perspec-

tive: The agricultural practices range from “conventional systems to sustainable

intensification or agroecology,” rather than universal adoption of agroecology

and elimination of conventional farming and industrial processing. The full trans-

formative potential of food sovereignty is therefore absent: many of the basic

structures of the market capitalist economy remain unchallenged. I call this the

“incomplete transformation obstacle.” This could explain why there is no mention

of Agrimonde-Terra scenarios in the food sovereignty documents I could access.

To sum up, biophysical models circumvent some of the obstacles raised by the

economic equilibrium models (in particular, the model opacity obstacle), but they

raise the ecological and political scale obstacle. In addition, some elements of the

regionalization scenario generate the incomplete transformation obstacle. Since

integrated assessment models combine economic equilibrium models with bio-

physical and other types of models, they merely cumulate these obstacles rather

than lift them, from a food sovereignty perspective.

Conclusion

In this essay, I have investigated why food sovereignty is absent from global food

futures quantified scenarios. I surmised that seven obstacles to the creation of food

sovereignty quantified scenarios could be identified from a food sovereignty per-

spective, namely, model opacity, epistemic pluralism, internalized bias, free-trade
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bias, invisible small holder, ecological and political scale, and incomplete transfor-

mation obstacles.

How do we move forward from here? I will refrain from proposing an agenda or

explaining the modeler’s and scenario analyst’s views on these issues. Given the

lack of communication between them and food sovereignty advocates, it would

not be helpful to make a one-sided diagnosis and propose remedies. What is

needed is open discussion to better understand obstacles to mutual engagement

and to find creative ways of overcoming them. This is best done by sitting

down together around a table with a cup of (sustainably grown, fair-trade) coffee,

not through journal articles.

What I can say here is that on the scenario and modeling side there are clear

indications of readiness for such discussions. At a  quantified scenarios con-

ference, the problem of the absence of food sovereignty scenarios was raised and,

in the final report, participants were encouraged to create degrowth and ecocom-

munalist scenarios. A recent article mentions that we need to invent and use

alternative models to quantify truly transformative scenarios that disrupt the

usual socioeconomic frameworks. There are also calls to better describe power

dynamics and the role of individual actors and groups in generating agri-food sys-

tems change. The process I envision is not just another technocratic and depo-

liticizing exercise: it is clear that we can no longer keep tinkering with existing

models.
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Abstract: Will we, by , be able to feed a rapidly growing population with healthy and sustain-
ably grown food in a world threatened by systemic environmental crises? There are too many
uncertainties for us to predict the long-term evolution of the global agri-food system, but we
can explore a wide range of futures to inform policymaking and public debate on the future of
food. This is typically done by creating scenarios (story lines that vividly describe what different
futures could look like) and quantifying them with computer simulation models to get numerical
estimates of how different aspects of the global agri-food system might evolve under different
hypotheses. Among the many scenarios produced over the last twenty years, one would expect
to see the future advocated by the food sovereignty movement, which claims to represent roughly
two hundred million self-described “peasants” (small farmers) worldwide. This movement defends
a vision of the future based on relocalized, sustainable, and just agri-food systems, self-governed
through direct and participatory democratic processes. Yet, food sovereignty is conspicuously
absent from quantified scenarios of global food futures. As part of the roundtable, “Ethics and
the Future of the Global Food System,” this essay identifies seven obstacles that undermine the cre-
ation of food sovereignty scenarios by examining two attempts at crafting such scenarios.
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