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Introduction 

In this note, we first examine the overall impact of the war in Ukraine. Then we dive into how 

participants in the food system – consumers, businesses, and governments – are dealing with 

these impacts. Finally, we offer our views on how to proceed with the food system transition at 

the global and especially at the European level. While doing so, we acknowledge that the food 

system is complex and dynamic and that it is therefore challenging to single out the impact of 

one specific event or action. 

Food Security Back on the Agenda 

The Russia-Ukraine war has raised short-term food security concerns, especially in net-food-

importing low-income countries. 

1. Fossil fuel has become much more expensive, particularly natural gas but also oil. Sectors most 

affected by this increase in costs are energy-intensive industries, such as heated greenhouse 

horticulture, nitrogen fertilizer manufacturing, packaging material manufacturing, and food 

processors that run energy-intensive processes, such as baking and heat treatments for 

cooking and preservation. This results in fast-rising production costs for the companies 

involved. 

Summary

The  war in Ukraine has shaken  the world and  is a major blow to global  food systems.  In 

particular,  countries that rely heavily on imports  of grains, oilseeds, fertilizers,  and energy have

experienced  supply chain  disruptions. The  war in  Ukraine underscores the need for a European

food system that is sufficiently resilient to shocks and is able to feed  the world sustainably. At 

the same time,  the  consequences of the war  call  for short-term solutions to solve acute food 

insecurity. Some  interventions may  be  at odds with  the  transition  of  our food system.

The question is  whether or not  those short-term actions  will  have a long-term negative effect 

on the  pace  of the  required  food transition.  Our conclusion is that  they  need  not  have a 

negative  impact if policymakers, corporations,  and farmers use the current crises to focus  on 

those parts of the food transition that  were  so painfully  exposed by the  war in  Ukraine.  At the 

same time,  short-term food  insecurity  can be remedied  with short-term solutions, while the 

long-term trajectory of promoting both more sustainable production and consumption 

continues.
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2. In an already tight market, the availability of nitrogen (N), phosphate (P), and potash (K) 

fertilizers from Russia and Belarus has declined, and prices have risen further as a result. 

Farmers face higher costs, and the availability of sufficient fertilizer for application in the spring 

of 2023 may become an issue in Europe and other parts of the northern hemisphere. In the 

southern hemisphere, availability may be an issue six months earlier, with potential negative 

impacts on yields. For the spring 2022 application, fertilizer availability is less of an issue, as 

most fertilizer is already at farm and retail storage facilities. 

3. Similarly, in an already tightening agricultural commodity market, less grains and oilseeds are 

available in international markets as a result of trade flows from Russia and Ukraine having 

come to a halt. This has led to a sharp rise in grain and oilseed prices. Industries that depend 

on grains and oilseeds and derived products are facing a significant increase in input prices. 

Examples include flour and starch millers, oilseed crushers, bakeries, pasta manufacturers, 

maltsters, brewers, animal feed producers, and livestock farmers. Because Europe as a whole is 

a net exporter of grains, grain availability need not be a key concern there. However, for other 

regions, it may be quite different. European crop farmers, but also farmers elsewhere, benefit 

from higher output prices. Despite the higher costs of fertilizers and other inputs, we expect 

margins for crop farmers to remain attractive in the current (southern hemisphere) and 

upcoming (northern hemisphere) season, stimulating production. 

4. As a result of the above, the cost price of many food products in Europe and elsewhere has 

increased sharply in just a few weeks. Passing on the increase to offtakers and consumers is a 

slow process, resulting in negative margins at several stages of the food supply chain in the 

meantime. Food price inflation is already being felt in multiple product categories. This 

coincides with a loss of consumer purchasing power due to rising energy bills. Low-income 

households struggle to balance income and expenditure. As a result, food affordability 

becomes an issue for a widening segment of society. Meanwhile, margin pressure in the food 

chain also increases corporate default risk, which will have a negative impact on the availability 

of food products in the longer term.  

5. In the low- and middle-income countries in North Africa and the Middle East – regions that 

depend on grain imports from Russia and Ukraine – food security is becoming a real risk for 

large segments of society, both in terms of availability and affordability. 

Because food is a basic necessity, rising prices and uncertainty about its availability is a highly 

sensitive matter for consumers, businesses, and governments. As a result of the Russia-Ukraine 

war and its impacts, the risks associated with food availability and affordability and the resilience 

of the food system are back on the agenda of all stakeholders in the food chain. 

Responses to the Consequences of the War So Far 

The question now is: considering these developments, will actors delay or accelerate the food 

system transition? Some argue that the food system transition will be put on the back burner for 

now to contribute to short-term food security. Others claim that the transition will be accelerated 

to reduce dependence on fossil fuels and improve resource efficiency to make the food system 

more resilient. 

Let’s take a look at how stakeholders have responded so far. We have analyzed the visible 

responses to the war in Ukraine in light of the required food system transformations (see Table 1). 
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Table 1: Responses to the Russia-Ukraine war 

Food system 

transitions 

Response from 

European 

policymakers/ 

governments 

Response from the 

food value chain 

Response from 

consumers 

I. Responsible 

consumption 

The European Commission 

allows for reduced and 

differentiated VAT rates on 

food. 

National governments 

provide additional support 

to low-income groups. 

In some cases, priorities 

have been rebalanced: Eco-

Score and Nutri-Score are 

given lower priority than 

cost price. 

Food price inflation and 

deteriorating economic 

outlook/declining 

consumer confidence are 

likely to result in:  

Trading down to cheaper 

alternatives, e.g. 

exchanging animal protein 

(generally more expensive) 

for plant-based protein; 

increased economic 

incentive to reduce food 

waste and loss; 

potential reduced 

purchases of organic and 

other sustainability labels 

with a premium price. 

II. Responsible 

production 

Governments and companies in the food value chain are 

looking for a more resilient food system. This translates 

into reduced dependence on resources from Russia. 

Moreover, the heightened focus on the security of raw 

material supplies will result in a reorientation in supply 

chains toward more secure local supplies at the cost of 

supplies from riskier origins further away. While this 

development contributes to a more local circular 

agricultural model in which nutrients are recycled, it may 

be at odds with an optimal allocation of agricultural 

production around the world based on locally available 

resources and climate. 

n.a. 

1. Efficient, purposeful 

land use rather than 

conversion of forest 

and natural vegetation 

into agricultural areas 

Continued policies to 

reduce imports of 

commodities grown on 

deforested land. 

Plea for lowering quality 

standards to allow for more 

efficient use of available 

commodities (e.g. 

conventional inputs for 

organic livestock, less 

stringent requirements for 

using only certified 

ingredients, allowing 

imports of genetically 

modified grains and 

oilseeds). 

Expansion into new land 

incentivized by expansion 

of agricultural production, 

which in turn was 

incentivized by high 

commodity prices. 

n.a. 
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2. Tailored precision 

farming rather than an 

overly homogenous 

approach to agronomic 

practices  

Continued efforts to 

improve resource 

efficiency. 

Improved resource 

efficiency thanks to 

economic incentive. 

Liquidity can, in some 

cases, be a constraint to 

productivity investments. 

Improved competitiveness 

of more resource-efficient 

production systems. 

n.a. 

3. Integrated farming 

practices as part of a 

circular/regenerative 

model and a livestock 

sector increasingly 

based on by-products 

and grass to close the 

cycle, including: 

 Finding alternatives for 

fossil fuels used in 

tractors, heating, and 

the production of 

nitrogen fertilizers; 

 reducing dependence 

on other finite resources 

(also called non-

renewable resources), 

such as P and K; 

 reducing the use of 

chemical crop 

protection; 

 reducing the use of 

antibiotics 

Continued policy to reduce 

dependence on fossil fuels 

and other finite resources. 

Temporary postponement 

of the review of crop-

protection legislation that 

aims to realize a 50% 

reduction in the use of 

chemical crop protection. 

Lower priority for switching 

to production systems with 

lower resource efficiency 

(e.g. as a result of better 

animal welfare or lower 

pesticide use), due to 

higher additional costs now 

that resource prices are 

higher (e.g. feed, fertilizer, 

energy) and because of 

higher prices for 

conventional products. 

Heated greenhouse 

horticulture and the 

packaging industry feel the 

urgency to move toward a 

production system that is 

less dependent on fossil 

energy. However, this 

requires large investments 

and multiple years to 

realize. 

n.a. 

4. An agricultural 

landscape that realizes 

synergies with nature 

rather than an 

agricultural landscape 

that depletes nature 

Allow for planting on set-

aside land (4m hectares) in 

the EU in 2022 while 

maintaining greening 

payments but delaying 

biodiversity improvements. 

n.a. n.a. 

III. Responsible supply 

chains 

5. Responsible and 

collaborative value 

chains rather than 

value chains that 

externalize adverse 

effects 

Continued policy to reduce 

negative external effects. 

Market support for EU pork 

farmers, due to margin 

pressure following higher 

feed costs, to prevent loss 

of production. 

There are both examples of 

food manufacturers and 

retailers (partially) 

increasing prices (in 

response to rising costs at 

farms and in the processing 

and packaging stages) and 

examples of those who 

resist raising costs for 

consumers. 

Prices of agricultural 

commodities on spot 

markets are rising rapidly 

toward unprecedented 

levels for some products 

(e.g. grains, oilseeds, meat, 

dairy, packaging materials). 

Declined ability to absorb 

rising prices caused by 

internalizing negative 

external effects. 

Source: Rabobank 2022 
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The Current Situation Is Speeding up the Food 
System Transition, Exposing Some Pain Points 

The urgency, but now also the incentive, to improve resource efficiency, replace fossil fuels and 

finite resources such as P and K, and reduce food waste and loss has increased. The increased 

costs of fertilizers, for example, reinforces the economic incentive for precision farming and a shift 

toward a more regenerative circular agricultural model. Not working on these transitions is no 

longer an option. However, it should be noted that these changes take time and often require 

significant investments. For some, the transition might come too late, especially for those who 

struggle to pass on higher input, production, and processing costs. Providing capital, reducing 

risk, and facilitating companies with shorter procedures to obtain the necessary permits will be 

important to accelerate this transition. 

On the other hand, the European Commission’s aim to achieve more extensive land use, pesticide 

reduction, and restoration of biodiversity by returning land to nature is met by increasing 

opposition since it is expected to pose risks to food availability and affordability. Pressure is 

mounting to put such transitions on hold for the time being. While this may relieve some of the 

currently observed price pressure, it remains necessary to pursue these transitions to bring 

agricultural production within planetary boundaries. 

A structural change in consumption patterns toward healthier and more sustainable diets and 

ending deforestation remain important longer-term transitions. In fact, the change in 

consumption may come about more quickly, given the significant rise in fossil fuel and animal 

feed prices. Resource-intensive products such as those from heated greenhouse horticulture and 

animal products based on diets with high shares of feed grains and oilseeds will face the 

strongest rise in production costs. This may stimulate the consumption of less resource-intensive 

products while contributing to a healthier diet. However, a more sustainable diet does not 

automatically mean that it is healthier. For example, while heated greenhouse horticulture 

contributes to healthy nutrition through the supply of fresh vegetables, it is associated with an 

energy-intensive production process. 

It is still generally supported that deforestation, although it increases production capacity, needs 

to be avoided. The irreversible effects, such as loss of biodiversity and relatively high greenhouse 

gas emissions, in the long run far outweigh the positive effects of the associated increase in feed 

or food production. 

Biofuels also require our attention. The transition, as envisaged in the European Commission’s ‘Fit 

for 55’ package, from first-generation biofuels based on raw materials that use land, water, and 

nutrients that can also be used for food or feed, toward advanced biofuels that are not food- and 

feed-based – such as used cooking oil – will take some of the pressure off current food and feed 

prices. However, in the US, we observe a growing use of, for example, corn for bioethanol to 

provide some relief for the car fuel market. This increases price pressure on the feed and food 

market, where corn is also an important commodity. 

The European Commission presented a package of measures to deal with the impact of the 

Russia-Ukraine war on the food system. The main objective of this package is to prevent a short-

term disruption of the European food system by providing financial support to farmers who may 

face liquidity problems, granting a derogation from set-aside obligations, allowing flexibility in 

import requirements for animal feed to alleviate pressure on the feed market, and proposing a 

temporary crisis framework that also covers fertilizer producers. Overall, the European 

Commission remains strongly committed to its Green Deal priorities of making the European 

Union climate-neutral, decoupling economic growth from resource consumption and 

environmental pressures, and conserving and enhancing biodiversity.  
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Conclusion 

 The pain points in the food system transition revealed by the war in Ukraine may negatively 

impact this transition in the short term, but will generally accelerate some of the much needed 

changes in the food system in the long run. It has added a rationale to the urgency to improve 

resource efficiency and replace fossil fuels and finite resources such as P and K, in addition to 

reducing food waste and loss. 

 The war in Ukraine may slow down the transition to more extensive land use, pesticide 

reduction, and restoration of biodiversity by returning land to nature, because extensification is 

expected to raise risks to food availability and affordability. 

 The Russia-Ukraine war does not significantly affect the need for structural changes in 

consumption patterns toward healthier and more sustainable diets, nor the need to end 

deforestation, both of which remain important long-term transitions. 
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