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The H3 project (www.h3.ac.uk)
(Healthy soil, Healthy food, Healthy
people) seeks to transform food
systems ‘from the ground up'.

This is one of a series of policy and
practice briefs summarising the findings
of the H3 project in accessible language
and drawing out their implications for
government, business and civil society.

Fig. 1: Signs of diminishing system resilience:
just-in-time supply chain shortages (image: SH)

Background

Food supplies in the UK have been disrupted by
COVID-19, the cost-of-living crisis, and extreme
global weather events. The food we eat is sourced
and processed from around the world, with a
small number of large companies in control of
processing and retailing. Although we currently
enjoy food security at an aggregate level, (over)
reliance on imports through just-in-time supply
means food is not secure in the medium term
(Fig.1). Climate change and biodiversity loss
continue while the lack of distributive social
policy means that healthy foods are inaccessible
for an increasing number of households. These
interconnected social and environmental
challenges highlight the vulnerabilities in our
food systems embedded in the political economic
dynamics of provision (Fig. 2a). This brief explores
ways to make them more sustainable and resilient.
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Method

o Literature Review: This involved an analysis e Qualitative Analysis: Semi-structured

of 101 peer-reviewed journal articles focusing

on at least one of four key areas of disruption
(COVID-19, climate change, economic crises, and
biodiversity loss) with a specific focus on fresh
foods such as meat, dairy, vegetables, and fruit.
The review considered the roles of retailers,
consumers and other supply chain participants.

interviews were conducted and public
evidence reviewed to understand the
perspectives of British supply chain actors. Our
goal was to identify pathways to food system
resilience, identifying the types of social and
environmental governance needed. Qualitative
analysis aimed to clarify the power dynamics

within the fresh produce supply chain and
to outline the necessary requirements and
governance responsibilities to make food
systems more resilient and sustainable.

We used Meadow's concept of effective leverage
points for systems change (Meadows, 1999;
Abson et al., 2017). According to this, deep
structural levers change the intent, underlying
paradigm, mindsets, and goals of the system, as
well as its design and institutional structures. By
contrast, shallow leverage points superficially
change system parameters and feedback loops
without challenging underlying power relations
(Hirth, 2023a). Effective policy must include deep
structural leverage.

a) Political economic dynamics of provision - conceptual
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Fig. 2: Overcoming the pricing dilemma for civil food resilience (Hirth, 2025b)
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K

ey findings

Most of the literature on resilience focuses _~

on responses to COVID-19, and within that, on / \

short-term recovery. This does not adequately
address calls for “building back better”, nor
does it sufficiently consider the long-term
effects of complex challenges such as climate
change and largely overlooks biodiversity loss
and economic crises.

Stakeholders highlighted their responsibilities
in creating a sustainable and resilient food
system. This includes effective policies and fair
pricing to ensure high social and environmental
standards throughout the supply chain, while
also making healthy and sustainable foods
accessible for all.

Food is essential. The notion of civil food
resilience (Lang, 2025) transfers the system
functions to provision for citizens rather than
corporate interest. Long-term resilience requires
deep systemic change for the food system to
intersect with the economic system. Failure to
achieve this will pose a serious threat to food
security and civil order (Jones et al., 2023).

The status quo, in which retailers squeeze
suppliers on price, results in a dilemma
where low end prices appear to be necessary.
Poverty, caused by a lack of governmental
market intervention and ineffective social
policy, reinforces this (Fig. 2b). The dilemma
is that this comes not only at a cost to farmer
livelihoods and their capacity to invest in
sustainable practices, but also results in
negative environmental and social impacts
(externalized costs) of production, and
therefore, the continued transgression of
planetary boundaries that threaten resilience.

Moving away from globalised just-in-time

production to the highest possible share of local,
seasonal, and plant-rich provision, is vital to first
achieving, then maintaining civil food resilience.

Policies are needed that resolve conflicts

of interest on pricing. The baseline level of
appropriate pricing must incorporate, and
thus minimise, environmental and social
costs. This highlights the importance of
shared responsibility among different actors,
recognising their different levels of influence.

N

Implications for policy
and practice

Our research highlights the need for government

to identify the specific roles and responsibilities of
stakeholders, which can drive significant change
within the system. It is crucial to understand how
vested interests and lobbying for individual short-
term profit obstruct these transformations (Hirth et
al., 2023b; 2025b).

Indicators are needed to balance short and

long supply chains, domestic production and
international trade, and local, seasonal produce and
diverse, nutritious diets. Current supply chains can
manage short-term shocks, but often fail to address
long-term challenges. Academia, policy, and supply
chain practice often overlook the fundamental
systemic changes needed for meaningful
improvement. Governance should focus more on
mandating and facilitating (Fox et al., 2002) than

on private sector partnerships that risk co-option of
civilinterest, or on just endorsing transformations
(without acting on them). Voluntary approaches are
now insufficient.

Key to overcoming these challenges is to address
the pricing dilemma, determining actual production
costs, including environmental impacts, and
reflecting these in supply chain prices (Fig. 2c).
Social policies that ensure affordable, healthy and
sustainable fresh produce for all are vital.

Our research supports a comprehensive strategy to
transform the food system by coordinated efforts

at various intervention points, promoting a shared
model of responsibility, with all stakeholders playing
adistinct and crucial role and being accountable.

By addressing these interconnected issues, existing
best practice and ambitious ideas can be elevated to
the forefront of our food systems.
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