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Credit: Azote for Stockholm Resilience Centre. Based on Richardson et al. 

2023, Steffen et al. 2015, and Rockström et al. 2009)

Credits: unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2023/progress-midpoint/

Credits: Kate Raworth, The Doughnut of Social 

and Planetary Boundaries (2017)

Credits: Food and Agricultural Organization of the United 

nations, ‘The State of World Hunger’, 2024

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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How to feed the 9 billion? 
Hence: increase crop production

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/


Not quantity, but quality
Hence: how to meet nutritional needs locally and globally. 

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/


distributional dimension of the equation
Hence: paradox that although, on aggregate, present food systems are producing 
enough food to feed the current world population, almost one billion people are still 
suffering from hunger. 

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/


the negative impact that modern food systems have on the environment and 
natural resources
Hence: the ‘food-print’ of these systems

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/


Possible synergies and divergences

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/


This ‘mess of narratives’ results from three main communities of experts

AGRICULTURALISTS

NUTRITIONISTS

(SOCIAL) ECOLOGISTS

+ INTERDISCIPLINARY COMMUNITIES such as ‘agro-ecology’ and the ‘value chains for nutrition school’

Although often present within one faculty, still rather distinct communities

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/


Narratives downsize the complexity of our 
food system’s failure: 

“We are trying to ‘naturalize’ what is 
deeply political”
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ik9_BeUT548&list=PLBWW2r-O1XMQ51okb_CIVMhb2k5AOFDwY&index=3
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https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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UN Conference on Food and Agriculture, 1943, 
Virginia 

“a secure, adequate, and suitable 
supply of food should be a cardinal 
aim in every country” first International Conference on Nutrition 

held in 1992 (FAO, 1992)

Amartya Sen

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/


22

Sustainable food systems embody qualities that support six dimensions. 

Sustainable food systems are: 
• productive and prosperous (to ensure the availability of sufficient 

food);
• equitable and inclusive (to ensure access for all people to food and to 

livelihoods within that system); 
• empowering and respectful (to ensure agency for all people and 

groups, including those who are most vulnerable and marginalized to 
make choices and exercise voice in shaping that system); 

• resilient (to ensure stability in the face of shocks and crises);
• regenerative (to ensure sustainability in all its dimensions); 
• healthy and nutritious (to ensure nutrient uptake and utilization).

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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The complex context of our food system: a six-dimensional concept of a sustainable food

system (intersectionality) and the co-existence and interactions of multiple narratives, that are

partial, often contradicting and always reductionist.

Technical, 

resource based, 

natural sciences

Society

Culture

Power

politics

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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BSc 1

BSc 3

BSc 2

MSc 1

MSc 2

Emma Liam
biotechnology agronomy

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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On innovation and research: do we need a ‘new’ Msc in life science or bioscience engineer?

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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From DAD (Develop - Announce – Defend) … … to ELE (Engage – Learn – Enable)

On innovation and research: do we need a ‘new’ Msc in life science or bioscience engineer’?

Inter- and transdisciplinarity
Imagination and future thinking

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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Credit: Tress et al. 2004

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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Collaboration Ugent and WUR

Bio-science engineering and philosophy

Challenges: 

‒ Publishing: disciplinary publication culture

‒ You need excellent researchers, trained in 

different fields, able to connect different 

paradigms

‒ And an academic culture that allows this

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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Credit: Verheyen et al. (forthcoming), based on Pohl et al. 2017

THE MULTI-ACTOR 

APPROACH
LIVING LABS

PARTICIPATORY THEORY 

BUILDING …

The European Innovation Partnership for Agricultural 
Productivity and Sustainability (EIP-AGRI): “Knowledge is co-
created between practice, scientists, advisers, enterprises, 
NGOs, etc.” 

(EIP-AGRI, 2017, p. 3)

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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. 

Credit: PhD Daniel van der Velden

Promotors: Joost Dessein, Laurens Klercks; Lies De Bruyne

Difficult and complex processes that often fail (cf. Felt et al 2016). 

But: huge ‘positive publication bias’

Forthcoming in NJAS: van der Velden et al.: “Participation and 

co-theorising: how stakeholder interests and scientific outputs

clash in the Horizon 2020 multi-actor approach”

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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Embracing transdisciplinarity and ‘the art of failing’: 

‒ Centre for Unusual collaborations (the Netherlands)

‒ Urban Academy (Stadsacademie, City of Ghent and Ghent University)

‒ FARO (Food Action and Research Observatory, Barcelona)

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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On innovation and research: do we need ‘a new Msc in life science or bioscience engineer’?

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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“The Colonisation of the Future. Living on the brink of the 
climate catastrophe”

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
https://framerframed.nl/en/projecten/lezing-david-van-reybrouck/
https://framerframed.nl/en/projecten/lezing-david-van-reybrouck/


36

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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Are we turning the tide?

Innovation? Yes! – but what kind of innovation?

Life sciences engineers/masters needed? Yes! – but a new profile 

Report extensively on failures, and be critical about inter/trans practices

Reorient funding mechanims, allowing for a genuine, balanced funding of 

future pathways

https://agecon.ugent.be/home/research/inspira/
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