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EXECUTIVE  
SUMMARY
The views of Europe’s farmers on key issues fac-
ing the agricultural industry are more closely 
aligned with those of consumers than public 
perceptions might suggest. Sustainable Food 
Systems, a research study commissioned by 
Corteva and conducted by Longitude, a Finan-
cial Times Group company, reveals that farmers 
and consumers share a strong desire for greater 
sustainability; growing anxiety about pollution 
and environmental damage; and a willingness 
to engage with new farming technologies that 
could produce more nutritious food.

While many farmers already have ambitious 
plans, aspiration alone will not be enough to 
drive a wholesale shift in practices: significant 
barriers still stand in the way of greater sustain-
ability.

Most striking among these is the question of 
who will pay for increased sustainability mea-
sures. Consumers are willing to bear their share 
of the cost, but those farmers currently leading 
the way on sustainability are too often incurring 
financial penalties. The rest of the food industry, 
including producers and distributors, must now 
step up to support them.

It is also crucial to resolve the question of how 
to innovate safely and ethically in areas such 
as plant-breeding science, with policymakers 
seeking to balance potential health and envi-
ronmental benefits with their duty to protect the 
public. 

Farmers can shape this debate. Our research 
shows not only that the farming industry is instinc- 
tively moving toward greater sustainability, 
but also that consumers hold the sector in high 
regard. This trust is precious, and farmers should 
not take it for granted. Moreover, by capitalizing 
on their relationship with consumers, they can 
transform agricultural practices for the better.

The research is based on two surveys. 

In the first, we spoke to 600 farm owners and 
managers across France, Germany, Italy, Roma-
nia, the UK, and Ukraine. These farmers, whose 
landholdings range in size from small farms be-
low 20 hectares to larger properties of more 
than 100 hectares, produce a wide range of 
food crops. 

In the second, we spoke to 2,500 consumers in 
France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, 
the UK, and Ukraine.

KEY FINDINGS

Farmers and consumers see  
sustainability as a priority 
More than half of European consumers (51%) 
say that reducing artificial pesticides is the 
issue they most care about in relation to sus-
tainably produced food. This is closely followed 
by a preference for reducing food waste (48%) 
and ensuring that small farmers and commu-
nity farms are able to trade on fair terms (35%).
Reflecting social trends, the majority of farmers 
are already limiting their use of artificial pest 
controls or have plans to do so in the next two 
years; this is the sustainability practice that the 
research suggests is most popular among Eu-
ropean farmers. 

Farmers and consumers welcome  
new plant-breeding techniques
Technology linked to sustainable agriculture 
and the production of more nutritious food en-
joys strong support from farmers and consum-
ers alike. Sixty-three percent of Europe’s farmers 
plan to implement new plant-breeding tech-
niques over the next five years, with enhancing 
the nutritional value of crops and removing al-

Our new research study with 
the Financial Times Group 

reveals that European con-
sumers not only want sus-

tainable food, they support 
innovations like CRISPR, 

that are key to sustainable 
food production. This report 
is a first step in our commit-

ment as a new company 
to support farmers in de-

livering sustainable food to 
European consumers.

 
Igor Teslenko 

President, Corteva Europe                                               



We compared the answers of those farm-
ers who have implemented three or more 
sustainable agricultural practices with 
those of the rest. Out of the 600 European 
farmers surveyed, 78% say they have im-
plemented up to two sustainable practic-
es, and 22% say they have implemented 
three or more sustainable practices. We 
refer to this latter group as the “sustain-
ability champions.” The group consists 
of 31% small farms, 45% medium-sized 
farms, and 24% large farms. France and 
Italy have the highest percentage of 
sustainability champions (33% and 25% 
respectively). The differences between the 
sustainability champions and the rest of 
the farmers are telling, and are referenced 
throughout the report.

lergens the most widely held priorities. Among 
consumers, more than half (53%) say they are 
likely to accept these techniques when they buy 
sustainably produced food, and only 11% con-
sider this unlikely.

Europe’s farmers face a range  
of challenges
One-third of farmers see unfavorable domestic 
agricultural policies as their greatest challenge 
today. However, 34% of farmers expect pollu-
tion to become their biggest problem in three 
to five years’ time. The research also highlights 
how the challenges farmers face vary consid-
erably from country to country. For example, 
UK farmers are more concerned with changing 
consumer preferences than their counterparts 
elsewhere, whereas French farmers are most 
anxious about climate-related problems. 

Committing to sustainability is  
tough on the pocket
Many farmers have already adopted a broad 
range of sustainability practices, but we have 
identified several “sustainability champions” – 
farmers who have already implemented three 
or more sustainable agricultural practices. This 
group cites financial pressures as their greatest 
challenge. One explanation for this may be that 
becoming a sustainability champion requires a 
greater level of investment. Some 69% of the 
champions say that applying sustainable ag-
ricultural practices requires them to invest more 
money, compared with 24% of other farmers.

The champions also feel that they are unable to 
pass the cost of increased sustainability down 
the supply chain. Some 44% say they feel un-
der pressure from food producers and distribu-
tors to keep their prices low, which is more than 
twice the percentage of farmers with two or 
fewer sustainability measures who say they feel 
this pressure.

Quality not quantity:  
nutrition above yield
Only 14% of farmers say the most important 
benefit of new plant-breeding techniques is 
increased yield. Health and sustainability im-
provements are widely regarded as more signif-
icant in the current social climate. In addition to 
the 24% of farmers who see enhanced nutrition-
al value of crops as the greatest benefit of new 
plant-breeding techniques, 17% are enthused 
about the potential to cut food waste, and 15% 
cite the reduced need for pest control.

SUSTAINABILITY  
CHAMPIONS
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The intensification of agricultural activity and 
improved farming productivity over the past 50 
years have enabled Europe’s farmers to supply 
produce more abundantly than ever before. 
But since the plentiful harvests of the green 
revolution in the 1960s, innovation in the sector 
has stagnated a nd new challenges are rap-
idly coming to the fore. The Global Agricultural 
Productivity (GAP) IndexTM in 2018 showed, for 
the fifth year in a row, that global productivity 
growth “is not accelerating fast enough to meet 
the food, feed, fiber and fuel needs” of a grow-
ing population.1

Stakeholders all along the food supply chain 
are convinced that the current system needs to 
change, and there is a rising emphasis on in-
novation and sustainability. The first step is to 
create awareness that the current system does 
not deliver, says Ewald Rametsteiner, Program 
Coordinator of the UN Food and Agriculture Or-
ganization’s (FAO) Sustainable Agriculture Pro-
gram. “The food system that currently overpro-
duces in some parts and underdelivers in others 
creates health problems and damages the en-
vironment,” he warns. However, he also notes 
that the food system’s emphasis on cheap sta-
ple food allows the provision of basic food to 
many who would otherwise go hungry, and this 
should not go unnoticed.

1	 2018 Global Agricultural Productivity Report® (GAP Report®), Global Harvest Initiative, Washington, D.C., October 2018  
https://globalagriculturalproductivity.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Global-Agricultural-Productivity-Index_2018-GAP-Report.pdf

As we become more conscious of the impact 
nutritious food can have on human health and 
the prevention of lifestyle diseases, consum-
er preferences are beginning to drive some of 
that change. Three-quarters of Europe’s con-
sumers say they believe that buying sustainably 
produced food contributes to their health and 
well-being. 

Wendell Berry, author, poet, farmer and well-
known American personality, coined the phrase 
“eating is farming by proxy.” It is a notion that 
David Nally, Geographer and Fellow of Jesus 
College, Cambridge, says he often cites. “He 
meant that every time we consume, we are in-
fluencing – if never fully determining – how ag-
riculture is conducted,” explains Nally.

Changes in the shopping basket
Of course, taste will remain a deciding factor in 
consumer choices. But when it comes to sus-
tainability, what are the criteria consumers care 
about the most?

More than half (51%) say that avoiding foods 
produced using artificial pesticides is now a 
major consideration when they shop for sus-
tainable groceries. Almost as many (48%) are 
concerned about food waste, while fair trade 

Figure 1: Health and well-being drive shopping behavior
How strongly do you agree with the following statement? I believe  
buying sustainably produced food contributes to my health and well-being.

  �Strongly disagree

  �Somewhat disagree

  �Neither agree nor disagree

  �Somewhat agree

  �Strongly agree

3% 5%

17%

42%

33%
Part 1 

THE SUSTAINABILITY 
CONSENSUS

https://globalagriculturalproductivity.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Global-Agricultural-Productivity-Index_2018-GAP-Report.pdf
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more sustainable practices,” says Danone’s Is-
abelle Grosmaitre. “And this requires coalitions 
of the willing, as we cannot achieve this alone.”

Against this backdrop, farmers are turning to 
more environmentally friendly practices. Many 
of them (62%) have limited their use of artificial 
pesticides or plan to do so within two years. 
Half are embracing precision farming and new 
plant-breeding techniques, while significant 
numbers are exploring a range of other sustain-
ability measures.

Ewald Rametsteiner of the FAO says new 
plant-breeding techniques are currently a hot 
topic that will also likely generate investment. 
“The focus has been on high yield without con-
sidering climate change and the high fertilizer 
and pesticide input that this type of agriculture 
often needs,” he says. “A lot of current agricul-
ture is high input and high maintenance, and, in 

a way, also high risk. Is it really the way forward? 
Or are we on the wrong track to believe that 
the future could be a large-scale continuation 
of what we‘re doing, just with a bit more tech-
nology? 

“Given the challenges ahead, technology has a 
role, but it’s not a silver bullet,” he adds. “Ignor-
ing biotechnology opportunities could be just 
as detrimental.”

with small farmers is also an important concern 
(35%). 

Food companies are under scrutiny from con-
sumers who want them to align with higher sus-
tainability standards, and they are highly con-
scious of shifting preferences. “There is a food 
revolution happening, and it is led by what we 
call the food generation: people aspire to bet-
ter, more sustainable, and authentic products,” 
says Isabelle Grosmaitre, Alimentation Initiative 
Catalyst at French multinational Danone.

A clear trend among European consumers is 
a desire for “clean” and organic food that lim-
its chemicals intake. Europe’s food and pub-
lic health regulation is keeping pace with this 
trend by becoming more restrictive, and food 
companies are engaging with the transition out 
of necessity. Ruth Thomas, Director of the Glob-
al Agribusiness Alliance and Soft Commodities 
Forum, World Business Council for Sustainable 
Development (WBCSD), suggests orientat-
ing the discourse toward rewarding progress 
over perfection. “Transparency is key to build-
ing trust,” she says. “But the expectation from 
some stakeholders to demonstrate perfection 
can deter companies from coming to the table.”

Farmers under pressure
The drive for change is unlikely to ease off. 
Prompted by both environmental factors and 
consumer preferences – whether expressed di-
rectly or through the supply chain – farmers are 
also increasingly focusing on developing sus-
tainable practices. 

“Farmers and food companies know that much 
is expected,” says David Wilkinson, Senior Di-
rector of Agricultural Procurement for Europe 
and Sub-Saharan Africa at PepsiCo. “We must 
grow more food in a more efficient manner with 
less environmental impact, while also recogniz-
ing that consumers are looking for high quality 
and more natural products. We need to support 
them to grow sustainably and also ensure crop 
resilience – especially when you consider the 
effects of climate change.”

Farmers are also seeking to establish sustain-
able practices in order to counter the threats 
of pollution and climate change. However, they 
feel that policymakers are currently serving 
them poorly, while external threats loom large. 
Today, 33% of European farmers consider un-
favorable domestic policy to be the most sig-
nificant challenge they face; however, pollution, 
which is currently a prominent threat for 28%, is 
expected to top the list in the next three to five 
years. In three to five years’ time, 26% of farm-
ers anticipate pest pressures to be a strong 
concern, alongside financial challenges and 
changing consumer demands.

They face some tough choices, but farmers 
across Europe recognize the imperative for sus-
tainability. In Italy and Germany, the majority 
of farmers say they implement sustainability 
practices in order to improve soil quality. In the 
UK, 52% of farmers are anxious to lower carbon 
emissions and preserve water and natural re-
sources. 

“It‘s not just about selling good products; it’s 
about how we can really foster healthier and 

34% OF EUROPEAN FARMERS 
SEE POLLUTION AS THE 

GREATEST CHALLENGE OVER 
THE NEXT 3–5 YEARS

Figure 2: Consumer preferences are clear
Which of the following do you care about the most when shopping  
for sustainably produced foods?

Figure 3: Policy and pollution concentrate minds
What currently presents the greatest challenge to your farm? 

0%

Avoidance of artificial pesticides 

Reducing food waste

Fair trade with community/small farmers

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

51%

48%

35%

0%

Unfavorable domestic agricultural policy 

Changing consumer demands

Pollution in general

Length of tenure/ tenure security
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33%
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28%

27%

Today

0%

Pollution in general

Unfavorable domestic agriculturalpolicy

Length of tenure/tenure security

Changing consumer demands

Pest pressure 

Financial challenges

10%5% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

34%
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In 3-5 years’ time 
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Figure 4: Sustainability is on the rise

Figure 5: Soil quality is driving the sustainability agenda
What are your main reasons for implementing sustainable farming practices? 

 �The ability to demand higher prices on the market

 �To improve the farm for the next generation

 �Preservation of water/ natural resources

 �Building crop resilience to extreme weather

 �Lowering carbon emissions

 �Enhancing agricultural yield

 �Improving soil quality

France Germany Italy Romania UK Ukraine

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

“We must grow more food in a more 
efficient manner with less environmen-
tal impact, while also recognizing that 
consumers are looking for high quality 
and more natural products. We need to 
support them to grow sustainably and 
also ensure crop resilience – especially 
when you consider the effects of climate 
change.”

David Wilkinson
Senior Director of Agricultural Procurement
Europe and Sub-Saharan Africa
PepsiCo

0%

Limited input of artificial pest controls

Precision farming

Seed optimization/ 
new plant-breeding techniques

Preservation of soil quality 

Having environmentally-friendly  
wate-management in place

Agroforestry

Lowering carbon footprint 
in farming system 

Lowering carbon footprint in transport 
to market

Water conservation

None
10% 20% 40% 50% 60% 70%

35%

28%

26%

23%

21%

17%

16%

0%

27%

29% 21%

20%

23%

27%

23% 14%

19%

21%
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 Currently    Plan to introduce over the next 2 years
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Consumers, food producers and farmers may 
agree that increasing sustainability and build-
ing resilience in agriculture is essential, but who 
should pay for it? 

Our research suggests that those farmers who 
have most wholeheartedly embraced sus-
tainable practices now face greater financial 
challenges than their peers who have resisted 
change.

Many farmers are now responding to the de-
mand for more sustainable practices by limiting 
use of artificial pesticides and adopting strate-
gies such as agroforestry, soil-quality preserva-
tion, precision farming, and water conservation. 
About one-fifth of these farmers – the sustain-
ability champions – are embracing three or 
more of these sustainable practices.

However, embracing sustainability can affect a 
farmer’s bank balance, warns Michael Goeb-
bels, Director of Corporate Responsibility at in-
ternational wholesaler Metro AG. “Most of the 
time, more sustainable food products are more 

expensive – or to put it differently, food is cur-
rently sold below its worth in many cases,” he 
says. “The question is, who will pay for higher 
food prices at the end of the day? The supplier, 
the retailer, or the customer? I really believe that 
the solution must be a collaborative approach.”

Our research bears out his warning. More than 
two-thirds of the sustainability champions (69%) 
say they have to invest more money to imple-
ment sustainable agricultural practices, while 
only 24% of other farmers say the same. Almost 
one-third of the champions (32%) complain they 
face financial challenges, compared with just 
22% of their peers.

Understandably, the farmers driving change are 
nervous about their ability to pass on the cost. 

69% OF SUSTAINABILITY 
CHAMPIONS HAVE TO INVEST MORE 

MONEY TO IMPLEMENT 
SUSTAINABLE PRACTICES

Figure 1: Meet the sustainability champions
Those who are currently applying at least three of the below sustainable practices  
are defined as sustainability champions

Limited input of artificial pest controls

Preservation of soil quality

Precision farming

Water conservation

Agroforestry

Seed optimization/ 
new plant-breeding techniques 

Lowering carbon footprint  
in farming system

Having environmentally-friendly  
waste-management in place

Lowering carbon footprint in transport 
to market

0% 10% 20% 40% 50% 60% 90%80%70%

Sustainability champions 

 Sustainability champions currently  

 Sustainability champions next 2 years Rest of sample currently

 Rest of sample currently

 Rest of sample next 2 years

0% 10% 20% 40% 50% 60%

28%23% 15% 19%

22%32% 25% 23%

26%30% 19% 17%

18%40% 26% 22%

45%14% 17% 25%

20%49% 16% 12%

35%35% 20% 25%

21%50% 22% 20%

62% 18% 27% 29%

Rest of sample

Part 2

PICKING UP THE 
SUSTAINABILITY BILL
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A considerable percentage of sustainability 
champions (44%) say they feel under an obli-
gation from food producers and distributors to 
keep their prices low.

Farmers want to see the cost of greater sus-
tainability shared more fairly. The majority (56%) 
believe that at least some of this cost should 
be borne by food distributors, while more than 
one-third (37%) call for food retailers to pitch in. 
This does not mean, however, that farmers nec-
essarily think the supply chain should take full 
responsibility: 29% believe farmers themselves 
should accept higher costs, while 23% say the 
consumer should shoulder some of the burden.

The cost of change
Assuming that farmers and the food industry 
are able to work together, the shift to sustain-
ability can unlock significant value for both 
sides. Some 56% of Europe’s farmers believe that 
consumers will demand more sustainably pro-
duced foods – and 42% of farmers have already 
changed their planning accordingly.

“We want to ensure that our members’ supply 
chains are future-proofed by having a sufficient 
supply of agricultural commodities to meet their 
needs,” says Adrian Greet, Director-General of 
the Sustainable Agriculture Initiative Platform, 
an international not-for-profit group compris-
ing some 100 companies and organizations. “As 
primary producers, farmers are the linchpins of 
food production and must therefore be in a po-
sition to meet demand. In order to achieve this, 
farms must be financially viable and increasing-
ly resilient to adapt to the environmental and 

social changes which are now a prerequisite for 
producing food in a more sustainable way.”

However, the sustainability champions are more 
likely to fear that they will not get their fair share. 
Some 43% (compared with only 25% of other 
farmers) believe that profit margins must be cut 
in the supply chain in order to meet consumer 
demand for sustainably produced foods.

But farmers are not alone. Food producers 
are prepared to help, says Luigi Ganazzo-
li, Vice-President of Purchasing at Italian food 
company Barilla, because it is in their interests 
to do so. “We promote more efficient cropping 
systems to obtain safe and high-quality ag-
ricultural products while also protecting and 
improving the environment and the social and 
economic conditions of famers,” says Ganaz-
zoli. “In doing that, we recognize a premium to 
farmers when they apply our sustainable ag-

Figure 3: Sharing the cost of sustainability will relieve the pressure on farmers
Where in the supply chain the additional cost for sustainability should be allocated?

I am under pressure by food producers/ manufacturers and distributors to  
keep my prices low.

Figure 4: Shifting patterns impact agriculture

56% OF FARMERS EXPECT  
CONSUMERS TO DEMAND 

MORE SUSTAINABLY 
PRODUCED FOODS 

42% OF FARMERS HAVE 
CHANGED THEIR AGRICULTURAL 
PLANNING TO ALIGN WITH THEIR  

EXPECTATION OF  
CONSUMER TRENDS 

Figure 2: Sustainability comes at a cost
I have to invest more money to apply sustainable agricultural practices.

What currently presents the greatest challenge to your farm?

 Strongly disagree   Somewhat disagree   Neither agree nor disagree   Somewhat agree   Strongly agree
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Consumers are going to demand more 
sustainably produced foods.
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Figure 5: Farmers and consumers are aligned on price

ricultural practices, and we are rewarded with 
higher durum [wheat] quality.” 

The evidence suggests that consumers are 
also prepared to pay more for food that has 
been produced sustainably – often significant-
ly more. Over half of European consumers sur-
veyed (52%) say they would be prepared to in-
crease their budgets by up to 20% for food that 
is better aligned with their ethical preferences. 
Most importantly, farmers and consumers agree 
on the need to reward the farming industry for 
shifting to more sustainable practices.

Nevertheless, market realities do not always 
reflect such principles – and some in the food 
industry now believe that intervention is neces-
sary. “It‘s a fairy tale to think the offer and de-
mand on agriculture products are giving a fair 
and efficient market price,” warns Eric Soubei-
ran, Vice-President for Nature & Water Cycle at 
Danone. “It is very difficult for farmers to protect 
themselves as they invest, if what they earn is 
only based on the quantity of what they pro-
duce.”

Lydia Gerratt, Managing Director at Lydia Ger-
ratt Consulting and a former buyer for UK su-
permarket chain Waitrose, believes that greater 
transparency will be an important starting point 
for any reform. She acknowledges that “there is 
a decent chunk of consumers who absolutely 
will pay extra for sustainably produced food, 
as long as they believe that the products re-
ally qualify as sustainable.” Consumers are not 
always given the right information to make in-
formed choices. “Certifications such as the Soil 
Association and Fairtrade are often the only 
way for the consumer to know,” says Gerratt.

“If you are shopping in a supermarket, it is very 
hard, for example, to know whether chemicals 
or pesticides have been used, because there 
isn’t any information on the packaging,” she 
says.

Percentage by which farmers 
think consumers would  
increase their food budgets 
by to buy sustainably  
produced food

Percentage by which  
consumers are willing to  
increase their food  
budgets to buy sustainably 
produced food

“As primary producers, farmers are the
linchpins of food production and must 
therefore be in a position to meet de-
mand. In order to achieve this, farms must 
be financially viable and increasingly 
resilient to adapt to the environmental
and social changes which are now a
prerequisite for producing food in a more 
sustainable way.”

Adrian Greet
Director-General
Sustainable Agriculture Initiative Platform
International not-for-profit group
with 100 member organizations
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As farmers seek to improve the quality and yield 
of the crops they grow – and move beyond 
reliance on artificial pesticides – innovative 
plant-breeding science has much to offer. And 
despite some public nervousness, our research 
suggests that consumers will welcome new 
plant-breeding techniques if those techniques 
contribute to human and environmental health. 

Policymakers continue to debate the science of 
plant-breeding. New techniques, such as the 
gene-editing of plants through methods such 
as CRISPR, which cuts and “edits” strands of 
DNA, can enable farmers to drastically reduce 
their use of pesticides, while boosting the resil-
ience of crops to extreme weather and enrich-
ing their nutrient content. Such innovation could 
prove transformative for agriculture, but in 2018 
the European Court of Justice ruled gene-edit-
ing to be illegal in the European Union.

However, consumers appear to be running 
ahead of lawmakers. More than half (53%) say 
they would be unlikely to have a problem with 
buying sustainably produced foods developed 
with new plant-breeding techniques.

Nutrition is on the consumer’s mind
Farmers recognize this openness to innovation. 
Almost nine in 10 (88%) believe that consumers 
would pay more for goods produced with new 
plant-breeding techniques if these were shown 
to be contributing to sustainable agriculture.

Many farmers are ready to make the case, says 
Danone’s Eric Soubeiran. “There is a miscon-
ception that the farming world is conservative,” 
he says. “Farmers are constantly adapting, and 
the capacity and rate of adoption of new tech-
nologies and innovation in agriculture is directly 
correlated with the capacity of impacting ei-
ther the efficiency, the yield, or the quality of 
life for farmers.” Crucially, many farmers see the 
potential of new plant-breeding techniques in 

53% OF EUROPEAN CONSUMERS 
 SAY THEY WOULD BE LIKELY TO 

BUY SUSTAINABLY PRODUCED FOODS 
DEVELOPED WITH NEW PLANT- 

BREEDING TECHNIQUES

Figure 1: Consumers and farmers back plant-breeding innovation

Do you think consumers are willing to pay 
more for products of new plant-breeding 
techniques if these contribute to sustai-
nable food production?

When considerating buying sustainabili-
ty produced food, how likely/unlikely are 
you to accept new plant-breeding-tools?

12%

88%

  Yes    No

11%

35% 53%

  Likeliy    Neutral   Unlikely

ConsumerFarmer

Part 3

THE FUTURE  
OF FOOD
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Figure 2: Quality beats quantity as a benefit of new plant-breeding techniques Figure 3: Farmers have won consumers’ trust
Sources farmers believe consumers trust more when seeking information  
about sustainably produced food

Sources consumers trust most when seeking information  
about sustainably produced food

63%

37%

  Yes    No

Do you plan to apply new plant-  
breeding techniques in your farming 
practices over the next 5 years?

What benefit of new plant- 
breeding techniques is most  
important to you?

addressing the concerns consumers care about 
most: nutritional health, climate change, reduc-
ing food waste, and the need for more natural 
production techniques. Of the almost two-thirds 
of farmers (63%) who plan to implement new 
plant-breeding technologies over the next five 
years, 24% cite the opportunity to enhance the 
nutritional value of crops and remove allergens.

We are now a long way from the traditional 
stereotype of farmers seeking increased pro-
duction above all else, argues Dr Howard-Ya-
na Shapiro, Chief Agricultural Officer at Mars 
Incorporated. “Encouragingly, we have crossed 
the Rubicon: yield is no longer the sole crite-
rion for success,” he says. “We now can use 
plant-breeding technologies to boost adapt-
ability to climate change, enhance resistance 
to pests, and – importantly for the lives of mil-
lions – increase the nutrition of key crops.” 

“We also need coordinated action to radical-
ly move the needle on food safety,” he adds. 
“Quite simply – if it’s not safe, it’s not food.”

Farmers have within their grasp an opportunity 
to shift the debate – and their practices – in 
this direction. While farmers themselves believe 
that consumers seeking information about sus-
tainably produced food are most likely to trust 
advice from authorities such as healthcare pro-
viders and the government, consumers actually 
say something very different: one-fifth (20%) say 
it is farmers they trust the most – well ahead of 
any other group.

However, that trust is precious and must not be 
jeopardized, warns Ruth Thomas of the Global 
Agribusiness Alliance and Soft commodities Fo-
rum, WBCSD. “Leading companies understand 
what it takes to establish trust: accepting re-
sponsibility for legacy issues, as well as demon-
strating a commitment to transparency,” she 
says.

Farmers will need to tread carefully, building the 
argument for innovation on the basis of what 
is best for humanity and the environment. The 
prize on offer is better long-term health of both 
society and the farming industry itself.
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