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As food prices spiked on agricultural markets and political
instability spread throughout the world in 2007-2008, food
and nutrition security (FNS) has arisen again on the
development agenda. It was through the issue of price
volatility that food politics became a global issue and some
countries and stakeholders pushed for the formalisation of a
global governance of FNS. In this context, the Committee on
world Food Security (CFS) set up in 1974 under FAO to
review and monitor food security policies, was reformed in
2009. Its revitalization led to new institutional arrangements
with the inclusion of a wide range of stakeholders and the
creation of a mechanism producing scientific and
professional expertise on controversial issues in order to
inform policy makers, the High Level Panel of Experts on
Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE). This article builds on the
discussions held during an international workshop on global
governance of FNS (July 2014), convened by IDDRI,
CIHEAM-IAMM and CIRAD, gathering 30 experts from
different backgrounds (international organizations, research,
NGOs, private sector). It aims at making explicit what can be
learnt from the CFS reform experience and contributing to
the reflection on global FNS governance. One of its
objectives is to provide supporting views on the CFS
monitoring process. It will also address the specific issue of
accountability within and outside the CFS framework, as one
of the most critical issue for enhanced FNS governance.
Concrete examples of links between global and local
governance of FNS in the Mediterranean region will be
discussed.
The CFS, a major governance revolution
Many stakeholders consider food and nutrition security as a
global rather than only a national or local public good, and
consider that food security for all on the planet cannot be
achieved without international coordination. They particularly
stress the issue of climate change mitigation and adaptation
or price volatility on international commodity markets for
which one country’s policies can impact other countries’
situation. However, FNS governance does not constitute a
spontaneously coordinated whole and the reality on the
ground is of a deep fragmentation and breakdown of
agendas1.
The CFS reform in that regard constitutes a new governance
approach, as it seeks to extend the intergovernmental
discussions to a variety of different stakeholders and
broaden the problematic of food security to issues outside
the realm of agricultural production in an inter-sectorial
approach, relying particularly on the HLPE. While these
intentions are considered very useful by many stakeholders,
others consider that food security should be dealt with at
other scales (mainly national, particularly for some
governments, insisting on their sovereignty) or in other
international instances. Other global steps have been made
to address the issue of price volatility, like the AMIS system
or the agreement on stocks in Bali at WTO in 2013.
However, broadening the approach to other dimensions of
food security appears difficult. The CFS discussions are still
very focused on the relationships between agriculture and
food security rather than food security itself2.
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Among the outputs of the reformed CFS that are put
forward, the VGGT (“voluntary guidelines on the responsible
governance of tenure of land, fisheries and forests in the
context of national food security”) is acknowledged as an
important achievement. It is considered as an example of a
constructive multi-stakeholders policy negotiation at the
global scale that would have been inconceivable under the
previous CFS functioning. If the VGGT achievement is to be
considered as a major performance of the CFS, it is
nevertheless important to stress that these guidelines are
soft law and can only be implemented through the consent
of the concerned actors, first of all the States themselves. To
what extent can we consider that the CFS governance
mechanics is thereby reinventing or shaping differently what
is internationally binding, especially compared with other
global governance mechanisms (e.g. WTO) where stringent
compliance mechanisms exist? Answering this question is
crucial in order to not only focus on the participatory nature
of the process of production of such guidelines, but also to
ensure that they can have an impact on public and private
strategies at different scales. For instance, the endorsement
of voluntary guidelines by States and their inscription in a
rights-based approach could create obligations, and give the
impetus for accountability processes at different scales.
However, many analysts remain sceptical about the effective
ability of these guidelines to have any impact on the ground.
Assessing the impacts of the reformed CFS and clarifying
accountability processes are therefore two crucial issues for
the future, raising many methodological and political
challenges.
Assessing the impacts of the reformed CFS: What
does it mean?
What can we expect from the reformed CFS and what
criteria should be used for judging the successes or failures
of such governance platform? Can it be measured by the
extent to which it manages to reduce the number of people
malnourished? The CFS evaluation should actually consider
the Committee’s actual primary role, which is global
coordination and convergence of policies, and not the actual
governance of global food systems or directly the capacity to
reduce the number of food unsecured people.
This assumption acquires more force when we note that it
might be too early to proceed to a proper evaluation of the
CFS as it would be very difficult to document impacts.
Considering the length of institutional and legal processes,
more time is needed to have enough perspective on the
integration and use of soft law: for instance, the Voluntary
Guidelines to support the progressive realization of the right
to adequate food have been approved in 2004 and we
realize that ten years are not so much to assess their
impact. A proper evaluation of the CFS would be of course
necessary but in the mid-term future, so that the time could
be used to reflect on a proper methodology which could
allow assessing impacts from a global platform like the CFS
to the situation of food insecurity and malnutrition on the
ground.
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When it comes to frame the impacts and effects expected
from the CFS, inevitably, different groups within the
Committee will have their own criteria for deciding whether
the process is working adequately and deliver the expected
outcomes. Indeed, different stakeholders consider their
participation to the reformed CFS with different objectives:
for instance, facilitating the establishment of national food
security policies and making national governments
accountable for them in front of the international
community; or ensuring a balance in the mobilisation of
different fields of expertise for the formulation of those
policies. In any evaluation effort of what impacts the CFS
produces, it is therefore useful to account for this diversity of
objectives through a diversity of analytical perspectives.
Even if it is too early for a proper evaluation, monitoring CFS
outcomes should however be launched quickly. It is needed
in order to prepare the relevant material and data for the
evaluation, but it is also directly needed in the short term by
many members, participants and observers of the CFS so
that they can assess, decide and justify their involvement in
the CFS. For those who have limited resources, their further
engagement is partly linked to their possibility to assess how
the debates, guidelines or frameworks adopted in the CFS
are enabling people to produce and access nutritious food in
a sustainable way and how their action in the CFS can help
them to have an impact locally. While monitoring the
substance of CFS outcomes is one of the main critical issues
at the agenda, it remains also pivotal to monitor the changes
in processes growing out of the CFS reform.
Indeed, the CFS experience, compared to other multilateral
and intergovernmental platforms of governance of public
goods or environmental conventions, has created a
particularly inclusive environment with the Civil Society
Mechanism 3 (CSM), and the Private Sector Mechanism
(PSM). Ideas can be expressed and controversies addressed
properly thanks to the structure given to debates by the
HLPE 4 . The new governance principles set up by the CFS
reform are to be evaluated and monitored per se. They show
the feasibility of institutional innovations like the CSM
enabling Civil Society Organisations (CSO) and social
movements’ participation to an intergovernmental discussion
that has little equivalent in other arenas –even if it remains a
fragile equilibrium. The organisation of the different
stakeholders engaged in the CFS is a long and complex
process and it might be relevant to differentiate the
organisational achievements and to assess the progress
made in terms of transparency and legitimacy. The balance
between monitoring outcomes/impacts and processes is
rightly highlighted in the June 2014 document of the CFS
Open-Ended Working Group on Monitoring.
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Eventually, it has to be emphasised that no monitoring is
neutral. It depends on the objectives that are set to the
institution, the analytical perspective chosen, the types of
impact pathways expected, which can be very diverse
among the stakeholders. As a matter of fact, it is necessary
to design the monitoring framework within the more general
conceptual framework of evaluation, implying for instance
the use of concepts such as the theory of change5.
Revealing the different theories of change behind
stakeholders’ engagement in the CFS
Adopting a pluralistic approach that identifies different
“theories of change” would eventually meet both the need to
assess the Committee’s effects on interim and long-term
outcomes and the need for information on how the
interventions produce those outcomes. The theory of change
approach applies critical thinking on the design,
implementation and evaluation of initiatives and
programmes intended to support change in their own
contexts. In the case of the CFS, it could help specifying its
intended outcomes, the contextual factors that are likely to
influence them, and the impact pathways through which
these different influences can combine to produce an
expected (or unexpected) outcome. It reinforces the idea
that the impacts of a platform like the CFS are to be
expected in the intermediate steps, that is to say how it
helps national coordination and national policy design for
FNS with a specific focus on the needs of those who have
little or no access to the levers of power. When it comes to
the matter of evaluation and assessment of impacts, we
could refer to the International Assessment of Agricultural
Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development
(IAASTD) for which the spill-over impacts have been tracked
through case studies at various scales. It helped
exemplifying the diversity of possible impact pathways and
some lessons could be drawn for the CFS from this
experience especially at a time when the CFS is trying to
adapt its guidelines to national contexts.
The theory of change approach replaces the two principal
and often independent types of evaluation reports with one
that explicitly and deliberately covers both activities process
and implementation. Inevitably, there are important
methodological challenges associated to the design of such a
monitoring or impact assessment framework incorporating
the concepts of theory of change and impacts pathways. The
first challenge is to make the link with the local, national and
global scales. To cope with this challenge, lessons can be
learnt from the IAASTD processes and the Guidelines on the
progressive realisation of the Right to Food. A second issue
which is an ongoing problem for any evaluator deals with the
capacity to attribute changes to actions. The next set of
difficulties relates to the ability to combine in the same
framework a qualitative and a quantitative approach in order
to have comprehensive and well-documented results.
Eventually, one can add to the already long list of
methodological challenges the fact that within the CFS,
various stakeholders hold different views about what it will
take to produce the long-term outcomes of the CFS. Indeed
multiple theories of change may be operating simultaneously
and must be articulated to produce an evaluation.
5
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Novel ways
Platform

of

monitoring

Multi-Stakeholders

The 2009 CFS reform and its consequences in terms of new
institutional arrangements for global governance of FNS is
one of the foremost examples of the evolution in the action
and the manner of governing global public goods. From
intergovernmental governance led entirely by Member
States working together, there is a trend toward more multistakeholder arrangements; the Scaling-up Nutrition
movement and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis
and Malaria are other evidences of such a governance shift.
The development of these multi-stakeholders platforms
questions the best way to ensure mutual accountability since
the very tenets and framework of accountability are also
evolving.
In the CFS, Member States accountability is critical as it is
governmental bodies that have the power to decide and the
only ones that can be bound by an international legal
instrument. No one denies that States bear the primary
responsibility for protecting the rights and interests of their
people while international institutions responsibility is to hold
States accountable for the treatment of their citizens. States
accountability, not only for domestic policies but also for
international cooperation, is therefore critical in global FNS
governance. However it does not mean that States are the
only ones impacting food security at the global and national
scales. Non-State actors and more specifically transnational
actors have indeed a responsibility because their actions
have impact on Human Rights - more precisely the Right to
food. They should therefore also be held accountable for
their strategies, decisions and initiatives impacting FNS.
The accountability of private sector, civil society, private
philanthropy but also international organisations and
international initiatives6 therefore appears to be critical; but
how to address it? In the framework of the CFS – but not
only there – this raises a crucial question: what do the
different stakeholders consider to be an obligation? It seems
relevant to approach this issue through the double lens of
mutual accountability (different types of actors are
accountable to one another) and differentiated responsibility
(different types of stakeholders do not have the same roles
and responsibilities). On the latter, see for instance the
existence of different concepts depending on the type of
stakeholders, such as government accountability, private
sector’s responsibility and civils society organisations’
legitimacy. The accountability framework should also be
differentiated depending on the stage in the process of the
CFS where stakeholders are engaged specifically:
elaboration of guidelines, negotiations, implementation and
assessment.
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State but also non-State actors’ accountability is central to
ensure that CFS outputs are translated into effective impacts
and outcomes but it is also politically sensitive as it is the
case in other fields like climate change, where negotiators
have only recently been able to invent forms of international
monitoring of mitigation efforts without being blocked by
issues of sovereignty. Innovative accountability mechanisms
should then be explored and can be designed to monitor
stakeholders’ responsibility in achieving the expected
outcomes. Various methodologies such as peer review
processes (like at the OECD) or case studies should be
explored and assessed. Common principles for such an
accountability framework like transparency and legitimacy
are also key.
FNS Governance from a Mediterranean Perspective
Addressing the governance of FNS in the Mediterranean
region is not an easy task: (i) because of a lack of
recognition as a region in the UN system (data have to be
gathered from Europe, Africa and the Middle East regions)
and consequent gaps on statistics and compiled data; (ii)
because of the political landscape that makes it difficult to
manage multilateral initiatives (cf. The mixed success of the
Barcelona process after 20 years and the many conflicts and
instabilities throughout the region); (iii) because of
underlying factors behind this political landscape (pressure
on natural resources, conflicts for land and water access,
demographic growth and migrations...) that put at stake
food security in the region. The picture is not so pleasing:
almost all the Mediterranean countries followed in the
CIHEAM observatory have their Global food security index7
decreasing in the latest period, in particular in Southern
Europe. However, no common regional initiative has been
taken so far to govern FNS, such as in ASEAN or Latin
American regions for example. Only isolated initiatives based
on national programmes or private funds can be identified,
as well as multilateral initiatives such as MED-Amin8, linked
to AMIS, addressing only one piece of the puzzle
(information systems on agricultural markets).
Though, attempts of implementation of the CFS decisions
can be observed in the region, notably the implementation
of the VGGT on land tenure: regional and national
awareness raising workshops on the Voluntary Guidelines
were organized in Jordan, Morocco, Turkey, Albania, Italy
and France, with representatives of governments, civil
society, private sector, academia and regional organizations
attending. A joint FAO and World Bank initiative tackled land
issues in the Western Balkans (Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Kosovo, FYR Macedonia, Montenegro and
Serbia) and formed teams of land tenure, social and gender
specialists, representing policy-makers, service providers
and NGOs from May 2013. It has led to the formulation of
reform proposals to make land administration services more
accessible to vulnerable groups.
7
See Global Food Security Index of the Economist Intelligence Unit
(http://foodsecurityindex.eiu.com/)
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It also streamlined the Voluntary Guidelines principles on
gender equality into ongoing Land Administration projects.
Reports for these six countries showed that although women
and men have equal status in law in relation to property as
well as equal access to information, local customs, cultural
norms, and traditions prevail over laws in some places and
amongst certain groups. In another important sector for
region, the fishery, where regional governance can be more
binding, a first regional symposium on sustainable smallscale fisheries has been organized by the General Fisheries
Commission for the Mediterranean. This symposium, based
on the VGGT, supported the implementation of co-managed
fisheries and the creation and support, of one or more
platforms of small-scale fishers and fishworkers following a
participatory approach.
Of course, progress takes some time. Governance at the
local scale is still precluded by the lack of capacities and
resources of the civil society and smallholders, sometimes by
failed transplant of new institutions on more traditional ones,
and by lack of transparency, democracy or accountability9.
But despite the findings of poor governance linked to the
absence of civil and political freedom and institutional factors
in some countries of the region 10 , hopes exist for an
enhanced FNS regional and national governance, based on
the dynamic of constitution of farmers’ organisations and
farmers’ unions 11 , slow institutional changes including
decentralisation, more inclusive and participatory policies,
and on the growing awareness of the role of smallholders
and trade to ensure food security, but also of the fracture
between rural and most favoured areas. So demonstrated
by the tenth CIHEAM ministerial meeting in 2014, when the
Ministers discussed on the “Sustainable food security in the
Mediterranean” requesting Mediterranean countries to
“promote – alongside regional strategies – a territorial
approach to food security, given the interest of making such
strategies operational and adapting them to local realities”
and CIHEAM to develop “activities to promote food security
at all levels (local, national and regional) with the
involvement of all actors concerned (international
organisations, governments, regional authorities and local
players)”.
Research Questions
We have been witnessing a paradigm shift in global
governance; from intergovernmental governance led by
Member States toward multi-stakeholder arrangements and
the FNS governance is not an exception. Analysis and
research is therefore needed not only to support the
development of the CFS but also to provide useful inputs for
other global governance platforms and for governance at
infra levels. An important stream of question is related to the
evaluation and monitoring framework that has to be
supported by a pluralistic approach accounting for the
different theories of change of the diversity of stakeholders
involved.
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Concretely, they are producing transformation but the
stakeholders have different objectives on the types of
changes expected and the impact of these platforms is
therefore at the heart of controversies. Another stream of
questions deals with multi-stakeholder accountability
frameworks. It is indeed necessary for the research
community to analyse how monitoring frameworks could
account for the diversity of “theories of change” within a
multi-stakeholders platform and organize explicit discussions
of long term transformation pathways.
Behind these two blocks lies a series of sub-questions and
issues: what conceptual framework(s) should be used for
assessing the CFS impacts and influence from global to local
scales? To what extent the guidelines and principles agreed
within the CFS are considered binding by the CFS
stakeholders; and do they want to be held accountable for
their implementation? Eventually, there is a remaining
question related to the form of a desirable process of global
governance: would such a monitoring and accountability
framework be enough to ensure that the ideal and
demanding governance principles of this very specific multistakeholder process are also taken on board by other multiactors governance mechanisms that affect food security on
the ground?

