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Executive summary VERSION

A small business agenda for the UN Food Systems Summit

Our food systems must become more nourishing, sustain-
able, equitable and resilient. This is the imperative set by 
the 2021 United Nations Food Systems Summit. Small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) constitute at least half 
the food system, so are fundamental in efforts to transform 
the ways we produce and consume our food. The Summit 
has undertaken a global consultation exercise to ask thou-
sands of food SMEs and their expert supporters, “How to 
boost the role of SMEs in providing good food for all?” 

Food SMEs are quiet revolutionaries, working tirelessly to 
transform food systems in every corner of the planet. Lis-
ten carefully, and you will hear their shared vision for re-
balanced food systems that sustains past efficiency gains, 
whilst no longer compromising nutrition, natural capital, eq-
uity and resilience. These SME stories tell of their collective 
commitment to drive positive change in multiple ways: 

•	 Integrating markets to reduce poverty and hunger.

•	 Creating opportunities that improve equity. 

•	 Innovating and scaling solutions for nutrition and sus-
tainability.

•	 Elevating resilience to shocks, through embedded yet 
agile business models.

•	 Influencing to passionately shape the future of food.

There is a new generation of passionate, values-driven, in-
novative entrepreneurs in the ascendency, many of them 
women and youth. They are ready to reshape our food sys-
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tems for the better, but this is a formidable challenge. They 
will only fulfil their potential when support systems, mar-
ket incentives, power dynamics and cultural norms shift in 
their favour. The ask by SMEs is for cross-sector actors to 
create conditions for purpose-driven SMEs to flourish. 

Every country and value chain is different, and so are the 
constraints they present to SMEs. Hence SMEs need the 
Food System Summit to catalyse action by coalitions 
working at national-level or within specific value chains. 
Listening to the SMEs in each discrete context will high-
light priority actions to boost their contribution as change 
agents. This report offers three pathways to consider 
when integrating food SMEs into the prioritisation, design 
and governance of efforts to transform food systems. 

Pathway 1: Create a business ecosystem 
in which food SMEs thrive
The food sector is often burdensome for SMEs. Run-
ning a food SME is hard, and market elements are 
frequently wrong-sized for them. When food entrepre-
neurs have a business environment which gives them a 
fair chance to compete in the market, they then thrive 
to the benefit of consumers, producers, communities, 
nature and investors. 

Opportunities to act:

•	 Reduce the cost of doing business by improving physical 
and digital infrastructure, regulations, and the rule of law.

•	 Improve access to finance.

•	 Ease SME graduation from the informal to formal sector.

•	 Leverage the power of large market actors.

•	 Target business support at food SMEs.

Pathway 2: Incentivise businesses  
to provide “Good Food for All”
The best businesses are not always the most competitive, 
so they struggle to scale up. Most consumers currently 
prioritise price above all other factors, and good business-
es cannot out-compete those who deliver their products 
whilst externalising their cost to public health, natural 
capital, or social equity. The food system will continue to 
fail us until these incentives change.

Opportunities to act:

•	 Ensure prices reflect the true cost of food, while safe-
guarding affordability.

•	 Create consumer demand for “good food”.

•	 Fast-track innovative entrepreneurs.

Pathway 3: Increase the power  
of food SMEs within sector planning
Small businesses have quiet and isolated voices. Com-
pared to government or large businesses, they are rela-
tively under-powered in their ability to collectively influ-
ence decision-making, regulations, resource allocation 
and cultural values within food systems. Only once power 
dynamics change can we expect to make progress on re-
balancing food systems in favour of the SMEs pioneering 
good food for all.

Opportunities to act:

•	 Elevate the voice of SMEs.

•	 Structure SMEs into dynamic networks.

•	 Plan and invest according to context-specific priorities.
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LARGE 
BUSINESSES
• Source from 

food SMEs.
• Provide products, 

support, and 
advocacy for 
SMEs in your 
supply chain.

FINANCE 
INSTITUTIONS
• Create financial 

products for food 
SMEs.

• Expand impact 
investment 
into the food sector.

• Lower the burden 
of debt.

SUPPORT ORGANISATIONS
• Target food SMEs with business development 

services.
• Help SMEs organise into networks for advocacy 

and support.
• Create ESG standards that lift purpose-driven 

SMEs. 

Cross-sector actors can all act in support 

MEDIA
• Educate consumers to encourage better 

choices.
• Promote a positive narrative about food 

entrepreneurs.

CONSUMERS
• Buy from small 

businesses.
• Learn about the 

impact of your food.
• Choose food that is 

better for your 
health, nature, and 
society.

ACADEMIA
• Educate the next  

generation of 
entrepreneurs.

• Offer scientific 
knowledge and 
facilities to 
innovative SMEs.

• Target policy 
research on the role 
of food SMEs.

POLICY-MAKERS
• Enhance mechanisms to listen to food SMEs.
• Ensure policies are right-sized for your food SMEs.
• Expand blended finance.
• Avoid unfair concessions to large businesses.
• Support capacity-building for food entrepreneurs.
• Invest in enabling infrastructure.
• Create and enforce clear, stable regulations.
• Structure government contracts so food SMEs can bid.
• Ensure prices reflect the true cost of food, while 

safeguarding affordability. 
• Educate consumers to encourage better choices. 
• Establish an ecosystem for innovation on food.

SMEs can 
transform our 
food systems 

by:

The scale of their impact depends upon:

Integrating 
markets to 

reduce poverty 
& hunger

Creating 
opportunities 
that improve 

equity Innovating & 
scaling solutions 
for nutrition and 

sustainability

Elevating 
resilience to 
shocks, with 

embedded yet 
agile business 

models

Influencing to 
passionately 

shape the future 
of food

Incentives that reward businesses
which provide “Good Food for All”

Increased power f
or f

ood 

 SMEs with
in sector p

lannin
g

A business ecosystem that

ensures food SMEs thrive


