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There is increasing evidence that improved agrobiodiversity (that is, the diversity of crop and
livestock genetic resources — domesticated or wild — which contributes to agriculture and
food production) can enhance human nutrition through several pathways. These include the
provision of genetic resources for future adaptation (e.g., biofortification), improving dietary
diversity and quality, and enhancing income. However, shifting food systems towards the
provision of more biodiverse, sustainable, and healthy diets will take time.

There are public policies as well as private financing approaches that have potential to
stimulate the production and consumption of more agrobiodiverse food. These include fiscal
policies and subsidies as well as innovative financing initiatives, which aim to increase the
production of affordable, nutritious foods. In addition, there are a few examples of large
private sector-led initiatives that are helping to drive change.

This paper summarises a number of these policies, financing mechanisms, and private-sector
initiatives and discusses how each approach might be applied in order to mainstream
agrobiodiversity within food systems to reduce the risk of poor nutrition and improve
planetary health.

KEY MESSAGES

e Industry players — from smallholder farmers to multinational companies — are critical
actors in the food system and have a collective role to play in shaping and conserving
agrobiodiversity.

e The private sector requires more incentives and meaningful deterrents to shift food
systems towards the provision of more biodiverse, sustainable, and healthy diets.

e There are public policies as well as private financing mechanisms that appear to be
improving appropriate private-sector production and productivity techniques and
outputs. These include fiscal policies and subsidies as well as blended financing
initiatives.

In addition, a handful of large private sector-led initiatives are helping to drive change.



Agrobiodiversity can be defined as the variety and variability of crops and livestock —
domesticated or wild — which contribute to agriculture and food production as either inputs
or outputs (1). It can increase resilience of farm production to climate change, enhance soil
health, and water quality while reducing the need for costly artificial inputs, such as fertilisers
and pesticides, in food production systems (1). Farming systems that are high in
agrobiodiversity produce lower greenhouse gas emissions than those with less
agrobiodiversity (2). For these reasons, agrobiodiversity can help reduce risks to planetary
health from agriculture.

The linkage between agrobiodiversity and human health is more difficult to estimate due to
the complexity and dynamism of the food system. There are suggestions that improved
agrobiodiversity can be linked to improvements in diets and nutrition (3), but empirical
studies suggest a more modest linkage between production diversity and consumption
diversity that is dependent on functioning markets (4, 5). Though further research is needed,
the notion that agrobiodiversity can have long-term benefits for food security and nutrition
remains plausible and largely uncontested. Agrobiodiversity can plausibly contribute to
human nutrition through several pathways including the provision of genetic resources for
future adaptation (e.g. biofortification), improving dietary diversity and quality, and
enhancing income (6). The 2019 EAT-Lancet Commission Report underscores this by
emphasising the inextricable links between human health and planetary health, considering
environmental constraints, healthy diets, and population growth trends (7).

Industry players — from smallholder farmers through to multinational companies — are critical
actors in the food system. Because they facilitate the maintenance of environmental and
genetic resources and the adoption of supportive agricultural management systems and
practices, they have a collective role to play in shaping and conserving agrobiodiversity.
Shifting food systems towards the provision of more biodiverse, sustainable, and healthy
diets will take time. More appropriate and effective private-sector engagement and action is
critical towards this outcome. Here we argue that the private sector requires more incentives
to use agrobiodiversity and to produce and market the components of healthy diets. It also
needs meaningful deterrents to reduce the production and marketing of unhealthy
components, such as sugar-sweetened beverages.

Fortuitously, there are public policies and private financing mechanisms that appear to be
improving private-sector production and productivity. These include fiscal policies and
subsidies as well as innovative financing initiatives that are increasing the production of
affordable, nutritious foods (8). In addition, a handful of large private sector-led initiatives are
helping to drive change.

This paper summarises an illustrative selection of these policies, financing mechanisms, and
private-sector initiatives that relate to the provision of nutritious foods in different contexts
and discusses how each approach might be applicable for mainstreaming agrobiodiversity in
food systems to reduce the risks of poor nutrition and improve planetary health.



Fiscal policies in food systems can be traced back at least a century, to when Finland started
taxing sugary foods in 1926 (9). Since 2011, when the UN General Assembly recommended
‘fiscal measures’ as one approach to improve diets, momentum has been growing to use
these instruments in national health and nutrition plans (10). Taxation and subsidies can
increase the purchase of healthier foods and decrease the purchase of products high in salt,
fat, or sugar. A 2016 systematic review on the effectiveness of these policies indicated that
taxing sugar-sweetened beverages generally increased the price, leading to a subsequent
decrease in demand (11). Further, the review found that taxation and subsidies can lead to an
increase in the purchase of healthier foods and a decrease in the purchase of products high
in salt, fat, or sugar (11).

Today, 39 countries report using fiscal policies to drive improved dietary intake, with more
than half of these countries increasing taxes on unhealthy foods and beverages (Figure 1).
These policies generally result in a reduction in net energy intake, which could prevent
further growth in obesity prevalence in the countries where they are implemented (10). Of the
reporting countries, 23% use fiscal policies to improve dietary intake by subsidising common
items like cereals, yoghurt, cheeses, milk, oils, fresh meat, fruits, and vegetables (10).

100%
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54%
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Figure 1: Type of fiscal policies influencing foods and beverages (F&B) among 39 countries reporting. Replicated
with permission from (10).

The evidence suggests that well-designed food-related fiscal policies and subsidies can
improve diets, preventing growth in overweight and obesity, which in turn are linked to the
development of non-communicable diseases (12). Reducing tax and increasing subsidies on
nutrient-dense foods, for instance fruits, vegetables, and high-nutrient local cereals (e.g.
millets, sorghum, quinoa) could be an effective way to nudge consumer behaviour towards
healthier diet choices. By similar logic, they could also stimulate the production and
consumption of more agrobiodiverse food. Therefore, it is worth examining the potential
fiscal policies that are beneficial to public health as well as to agrobiodiversity. In theory, a
well-designed, coherent sugar-related tax, for example, could disincentivise the amount and
type of sugar produced, leading to lower cultivation of sugar crops. This would in turn free
space for increased production of other species, reversing the loss of agrobiodiversity
associated with sugarcane monocropping (13). Similarly, well-designed edible oil taxes could
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help mitigate monocropping of palm oil. Palm oil is linked to an increase in cardiovascular
disease, and its production, which has increased greatly over the last decades, has
contributed to 8% of global deforestation, mainly in Indonesia and Malaysia (13).
Furthermore, the revenues generated from these food taxes could be reinvested to
encourage more biodiverse food systems. Examples of such reinvestment of tax revenue
include the Healthy Diné Nation Act by the Navajo Nation, which uses revenues generated
by taxing unhealthy food products to fund projects in farming, greenhouses, vegetable
gardens, and farmers’ markets, and French Polynesia, where revenue from taxes on
sweetened drinks, confectionery, and ice cream was earmarked for health (14).

1.2. MICRONUTRIENT-SPECIFIC POLICIES

Biofortification and large-scale industrial food fortification have become important
interventions to improve nutrition through public-private collaboration in many low- and
middle-income countries (LMICs) (17). Public-private partnerships are critical to ensure each
intervention reaches its desired public health impact by taking advantage of the
government'’s respective strengths in regulation and public oversight as well as the deep
market penetration and innovations in processing, marketing, and communication of the
private sector (18).

Large-scale food fortification is one of the best examples in the food and nutrition sector of a
scaled and impactful systemic partnership between business and government (15). Food
fortification policies typically require an entire nation’s staple food processing industry to add
specific levels of micronutrients to the target foods. Today, 88 countries mandate the
fortification of at least one kind of cereal grain (Figure 2) (16). Tens of thousands of small,
medium, and large food processing companies add nutrients to foods, resulting in significant

health impacts and ongoing prevention of micronutrient deficiencies (17).

Figure 2 — Legislation for the fortification of grains (wheat, maize, or rice). Source: [16]; permission for reproduction
not required.

Biofortification, or breeding crops to increase their nutrient content, complements both
dietary diversity and industrial food fortification. It is now supported by approximately 30
governments and delivers vitamins and minerals to more than 20 million people in farm
households who have limited access to micronutrients (18). Most of these governments have
formally integrated biofortification into their nutrition and agriculture policies (18).



In order to better support agrobiodiversity, micronutrient deficiency mitigation policies,
which encourage biofortification and large-scale food fortification of staple crops, should start
to look at complementing these with policies that encourage increased production and
consumption of naturally occurring, nutrient-dense species and varieties. This is particularly
relevant in agroecological contexts where traditional varieties may be more appropriate or
economical than modern varieties due to lower agricultural input and water resource needs.
Governments can build on these policies to promote and encourage smallholder farmers to
grow existing but less-known crop species and varieties that are high in micronutrients.
Examples of neglected crops that have been selected for stressful conditions, can be
cultivated using low-input techniques, and can offer an alternative source of micronutrients
(19) include arrowroot, cassava, and cowpea in Mozambique; all are good sources of
provitamin A (20). Overall, one advantage of this approach could be an increase in the use of
traditional crops, that may be more culturally relevant and adapted to local ecologies.

In addition, policymakers could focus on agrobiodiversity policies that reinforce dietary
diversity and better situate biofortification within the larger context of sustainable food-based
approaches. Last, policies targeting the food processing industry to add micronutrients to
staple crops at the processing stage can ensure that micronutrient awareness campaigns for
the general population are well designed and effectively targeted. An explicit focus should
be to improve consumers’ knowledge, acceptance, and uptake of both traditional and
modern sources of micronutrients in the diet with a recognition of dietary diversity as the
aspirational ideal.

There are significant opportunities for investing responsibly in the agri-food industry, and this
financing is key in driving change towards more a more sustainable, food-secure future (21).
According to the Business and Sustainable Development Commission, business opportunities
related to achieving the food-related Sustainable Development Goals could be worth more
than US$2 trillion a year by 2030 (20). LMICs represent more than two-thirds of this
opportunity (22). This includes up to US$255 billion in meeting the increasing food
requirements of people emerging out of extreme poverty, up to US$405 billion in reducing
food waste in value chains, and up to US$200 billion in the reformulation of products in order
to increase nutritional value.

For example, there are currently over one billion people in the African consumer market, and
expectations are that this is going to increase to over 2 billion by 2050 (23). Over 220 million
of these current consumers are between ages 15 and 25 (24). An estimated 80% of Africa’s
food consumption is marketed and handled mostly through private operators, making the
private sector crucial for food security.

Most of these are small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which represent 30-40% of the
value added in food value chains (25). Financing the agri-food industry, especially SMEs,



represents a large opportunity to improve sustainable, nutritious diets if done in a smart and
responsible way. However, there are barriers. A study commissioned by GAIN and completed
by Dalberg in late 2017 found that for over 300 African SMEs, access to finance was the top
barrier to growing the delivery of nutritious foods (26). In May 2018, GAIN commissioned
iGravity Impact Investment to assess the financial needs of enterprises working in food value
chains in Kenya and Tanzania. Their estimates showed that the total financing needs for
investments to improve the delivery of nutritious foods from local companies in these two
countries alone could be around US$ 5.7 billion (26). One of the issues holding back this
financing is that local banks often do not have the risk appetite to lend to the agri-food SME
sector, about which they have little knowledge and which is relatively young and dynamic.
Blended finance and impact investing, explained in the next section, are relatively recent
innovations that can help overcome these barriers. For an example of potential benefits of
providing funding and technical assistance to SMEs, see Box 1.

Blended finance, or the use of public or philanthropic capital to spur private-sector
investment in projects aimed at achieving sustainable development (27), offers a significant
opportunity to make diets more sustainable, diverse, and nutritious. Blended finance can help
de-risk and unlock the unmet investment needs among agri-food businesses, especially
SMEs. The use of less risk-averse financing from the public sector can encourage more
nutrition-sensitive private investment to flow into private-sector food businesses.



In 2017, there were at least 300 closed blended finance transactions with an aggregate deal’
size of over US$ 100 billion, doubling in size since 2012 (27). To date, relatively small
amounts of blended finance have been dedicated to the agri-food sector, a little less than 5%
(29). However, these investments are increasing year by year (29). Similarly, impact investing —
private investments made with the intention to generate a measurable, beneficial social or
environmental impact alongside a financial return (30) -- has grown to 8,000 deals
representing US$ 114 billion in total assets (30). Impact investing in the agri-food sector is set
to significantly increase in 2019, although to date it has only represented 6% of total impact
investments (30).

BOX 1. CASE STUDY: MARKETPLACE FOR NUTRITIOUS FOODS

The Marketplace for Nutritious Foods is a platform that focuses on providing funding
and technical assistance to qualifying SMEs. In turn, this helps stimulate innovation,
spurs growth, and helps businesses produce safe and nutritious foods for low-income
consumers.

The Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN), with support from USAID's Feed the
Future Initiative, designed the programme in 2013. With technical and financial
assistance, SMEs in, for example, horticulture and aquaculture value chains make their
products more available, affordable, desirable, and/or profitable. The platform to date
has worked with around 500 such firms to get more servings of nutritious foods (such as
beans, fish, peanuts, and chicken) into markets in four countries in Africa, and to make
those servings cheaper. Independent evaluations show some achievements. For
example, one firm in Kenya has helped make tilapia fish affordable for 68% of the
population (up from 49%) in the region where it is operating (28). Over a period of four
years, the grantees of the Marketplace for Nutritious Foods have produced over 34
million servings of low-cost, nutritious foods. Moving forward there is opportunity for
this platform to incentivise the production of traditional crops, tree products, livestock.
and fish to enhance agrobiodiversity.

The growing blended finance and impact investment space may represent a significant
opportunity to leverage public and private financing and incentivise agri-food businesses to
produce more agrobiodiversity.

A 2018 survey by the Global Impact Investing Network found that approximately half of
impact investors anticipate growing their allocations to food and agriculture in 2019. Blended
finance transactions into food and agriculture are also increasing rapidly. Energy and climate
already represent one of the largest sectors that attracts blended finance and impact
investment (e.g., 24% of all blended finance transactions are in renewable energy). There is

' An investment deal can be defined as an agreement to invest money in a given company, as detailed
in a contract stating the rights and responsibilities of the two parties to the investment.
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thus a case to be made to impact investors and blended finance practitioners that
multifunctional agro-ecological farming systems — especially if they can provide the diversity
needed to cope with changing climates and extreme weather events — represent a win-win
scenario for improving planetary and human health. This can be done by developing a
compelling investment thesis and impact metrics that help blended finance practitioners and
impact investors understand the intended social and financial impact of their investments into
agrobiodiversity.

Today, approximately 100 companies control 25% of the trade of the most significant food
commodities on the planet; these commodities, in turn, are used in 40%-50% of all food
production (31). Some of these companies are moving towards greater support for
agrobiodiversity in their strategies. For example, one of the largest agricultural commodity
traders globally, Cargill, consulted stakeholders in 2017 to formulate its new social and
sustainability strategy. Cargill's 2018 Annual Report reported that it revised its agriculture
practices to be more sustainable and highlighted ways it invested in biodiversity (32). There
are also a variety of partnerships among these large, influential companies that are dedicated
to improving sustainable and nutritious food systems. For example, the Sustainable Food
Policy Alliance is a newly launched collaboration among four of the world’s largest food
manufacturers aiming to find solutions for sustainable agriculture systems that innovatively
addresses climate change while better informing consumers about their food choices (33).
These examples appear to provide some evidence of progress. However, independent
assessments will need to be made on the abovementioned initiatives to see if these are
translating into real actions that are improving the sustainability and nutrition of food
systems—and such individual efforts will need to be scaled up to many more companies, and
at a much larger scale to have a significant impact at the global level.

Significant gains could be made by the private sector taking the initiative to improve food
systems. We suggest that biodiversity should be increasingly recognised as a critical business
issue. There appears to be a positive shift occurring among the private sector away from pure
profit-driven motives; greater support for agrobiodiversity is one of the potential directions
the shift could take. An extensive global survey of CEOs revealed that 87% believe that the
UN Sustainable Development Goals provide an opportunity to rethink approaches for
sustainable value (34). This suggests that biodiversity and ecosystem considerations could
become a more integral part of businesses’ sustainability strategies.

The Agrobiodiversity Index, developed by Bioversity International with partners, could help
provide guidance to large corporations (1). It can also drive forward accountability for private-
sector commitments to agrobiodiversity and help recognise companies that are already
improving their policies and actions related to agrobiodiversity. The Index is already being
used to help some large food and agriculture companies make strategic supply chain
decisions that can improve agrobiodiversity (1).



Additional research is required to compile a comprehensive list of policies and actions which
are moving food systems towards sustainability and enhanced agrobiodiversity, and to
explore where there are trade-offs and synergies between agrobiodiversity and nutrition.
However, this paper has highlighted a number of effective public policies, innovative
financing mechanisms, and private sector-led initiatives that are already improving supply,
nudging consumer food choices, and facilitating more appropriate private-sector
engagement in food systems. It has explored ways that fiscal policies and subsidies could be
used to support the increased production of biodiverse foods for a healthy, diverse diet. It
has looked at existing public policies that improve micronutrient intake and how the lessons
learned from successful implementation of these could be adapted to design policies that
improve agrobiodiversity. The paper has also explored how momentum in the blended
finance and impact investing fields could be leveraged to help drive new investments into
agrobiodiversity. Lastly, the paper looked at the potential role of agrobiodiversity in private-
sector led initiatives and policies.

Through targeted efforts there appears considerable scope to adapt policies, financing, and
private sector-led initiatives to improve agrobiodiversity, which in turn can contribute to
better nutrition, planetary health, and more productive food systems.
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