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Introduction  

Food production is today the main cause of environmental impact on a global scale, as shown by the 

recent work of the EAT-Lancet commission1: agriculture occupies about 40% of the OGJD<ӐKland area, 

and food production and consumption are responsible for 30% of global greenhouse gas emissions 
as well as 70% of freshwater use; the conversion of natural ecosystems to cropland and pasture is the 

main driver of species extinction, biodiversity loss, and deforestation; while the overuse and misuse 

of nitrogen and phosphorus lead to water pollution and damages to natural habitats worldwide.  

 
In socio-economic terms, the situation is equally bleak2: although most agricultural chains are 

profitable overall, the terms of trade for agricultural producers have deteriorated in recent decades, 

the gap between farm prices and consumer prices has widened, and in the Global South family 
farmers find themselves excluded from higher value markets. Workers in plantations face very hard-

working conditions, while reports of human right violations in some global value chains are still very 

frequent. 
 

As recognised by the World Bank in its "World Development Report" published in 20193, globalised 

value chains have a major responsibility for these environmental and social degradations, despite 

the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth they have helped to generate in many countries since the 
1990s. This has to do with several factors like the multiplication of geographies of production, the 

continuous search for cheap inputs, the global competitiveness that puts farmers against each other 

and drives down remunerations, and the lack of transparency and accountability. 
 

In this context, the number of international, European and national initiatives has been multiplied in 

recent years, with an attempt to address some sustainability issues of global food chains through the 
mobilisation and empowerment of private actors, in particular on issues related to living wage and 

living income, respect for human and labour rights and the fight against deforestation. Among them: 

- The OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises 

- The ILO Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises and Social 
Policy (MNE Declaration) 

- The OECD-FAO guide for responsible agricultural supply chains 

- The New York Declaration on forests and the Amsterdam Declarations Partnership 

- Diverse Communications, strategies and legislative proposals of the European Commission 

such as the EU Communication on Stepping up EU Action to Protect and Restore the World's 

 

 
 

1 Willett, Walter, Johan Rockström, Brent Loken, Marco Springmann, Tim Lang, Sonja Vermeulen, Tara Garnett, et al. 

« Food in the Anthropocene: The EATӛLancet Commission on Healthy Diets from Sustainable Food Systems ». The Lancet 

393, nẞ 10170 (2019): 447Ȥ92. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)31788-4  

2 IIED, hiVos and Mainumby Ñakurutú, Small producer agency in the globalised market, 2012; Oxfam, Ripe for Change: 

ending human suffering in supermarket supply chains, 2018  

3 World Bank, World Development Report 2020: Trading for Development in the age of Global Value Chains, October 2019 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)31788-4
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Forests, Farm to Fork Strategy, EU Biodiversity Strategy, or legislative proposals on 

deforestation-free products or on corporate sustainability due diligence. 

 

In line with these various initiatives, a general framework was established in Belgium in 2016 with the 
Belgian International Development SDG Charter, then in 2017 through the national sustainable 

development strategy, the National Action Plan "Business and Human Rights" and the Federal 

Authority's #BeBiodiversity strategy. 
 

In 2020, the Societal Responsibility working group of the Interdepartmental Commission for 

Sustainable Development drew up a proposal for a federal strategy called "Beyond Food" which aims 

at "contributing to a transition of the agri-food sector towards sustainable food import chains, 
through the empowerment and cooperation of all relevant actors in Belgium". This strategy is in line 

with the vision of a sustainable food system as described by the FAO and builds on the experience of 

the "Beyond Chocolate" initiative set up by the previous Minister for Development Cooperation. This 
initiative brings together more than 50 actors from the private sector, civil society, academia, retailers, 

investors and the Belgian government to make the Belgian cocoa sector 100% sustainable  by 2025. 

 

In this context, the Federal Institute for Sustainable Development has decided to deepen the "Beyond 

Food" strategy proposal by commissioning an in-depth analysis of  international agri-food supply 

chains imported to Belgium from a sustainability perspective, in order to prioritise those for which 

new ecological and social transition trajectories can be put in place. 
 

A consortium that combines the skills of three organisations has been formed to carry out the task 

commissioned by the Federal Institute for Sustainable Development. It is composed of:  

- The French research institute BASIC Ӧ MJ=9M <Ӑ F9DQK= 1G;AśL9D= <Ӑ'FLśrêt Collectif ӛ  

https://lebasic.com/en) has brought the expertise and tools it has developed over the past 10 

years on analysing the sustainability of agricultural and food value chains.  
- Stichting Fair Trade Advocacy Office (FTAO - https://fairtrade-advocacy.org/) has brought its 

expertise on ongoing EU legislative processes, the role of public policies for sustainable and 

fair supply chains, its network of contacts and its know-how in consultation and mobilisation 

of public, private and civil society actors. 
- The University of Antwerp Law and Development Research Group has brought its expertise in 

legal analysis of value chain issues, initiatives and public regulation policies in the context of 

regulatory implications and distributional impact. 
 

The objectives of the study conducted by the consortium are the following: 

1. Identify the main international food chains whose products are imported into Belgium, and which 

have a link with or "originate" in Developing Countries (as defined by the International Monetary 
Fund) or in Newly Industrialised/Emerging Countries. 

2. Identify the main sustainability issues faced by the selected agri-food supply chains. In this context, 
special attention was given to the following issues: 

- fair wages and decent living standards for agricultural producers and workers 

- respect for human rights and ILO conventions (including children's rights and decent work) 

http://www.lebasic.com/en
http://www.lebasic.com/en
https://fairtrade-advocacy.org/
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- elimination of discrimination against women and gender equality 

- preservation and restoration of biodiversity (including the fight against imported 

deforestation) 
- combating climate change and pollution deriving from agricultural inputs 

3. Identify and analyse the potential of various public and private initiatives as well as legislative tools 

that already exist or are currently being developed in Belgium and Europe to effectively address these 
issues  

4. Develop a scoring mechanism to rank international food chains to be addressed in order to make 
them more sustainable. This scoring mechanism takes into account both the sustainability risks and 

severity of social and environmental impacts of these food supply chains as well as the (potential) 

levers that are at the disposal of Belgian authorities to make these international chains more 

sustainable 

5. Establish a prioritisation list of international food chains in Belgium based on the scoring 

mechanism to identify ten priority agri-food supply chains in Belgium, in consultation with the 
Steering Committee 

7. Propose concrete action points and policy recommendations that can be taken by the Belgian 
federal government at national, European and international level to foster the transition towards 
sustainable agri-food supply chains. 

 

The following report describes the results of this analysis and sequentially outlines: 

- the methodology for identifying the global agri-food value chains to be analysed 

- the social and environmental impacts of the selected global agri-food chains 

- the lessons learnt from existing multi-Stakeholder initiatives 
- the ecosystem of legislative initiatives that are relevant to the transition of agri-food supply 

chains, along HJAGJALA=K 9F< HJAF;AHD=K LG ?MA<= L@=  =D?A9F ?GN=JFE=FLӐK LJ9FKALAGF ;@GA;=K

for sustainable food systems 
- the scoring mechanism developed to prioritize global agri-food chains 
- and cross-cutting recommendations. 
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Methodology for identifying the global agri-
food value chains to be analysed  

What customs data say about agri-food global supply chains in Belgium 

The first phase of the project has been dedicated to identifying the different global agri-food value 

chains that originate outside OECD countries and whose products are imported into Belgium. Given 
L@= K;GH= G> L@= ӏ =QGF< $GG<Ӑstrategy, only food chains that link Belgium with developing, 

emerging or newly industrialised countries have been analysed. This has some repercussions on the 

kind of commodity chains that were assessed and the percentage of food imports that was 

accounted for.  

To do so, BASIC has used its internal IT tools that enable an exhaustive collection and processing of 

customs data. These data provide information on the volume (in kg or litres) and value (in euros) of 
each detailed category of products imported annually into Belgium. 

Several layers of analysis and data processing have been deemed necessary in order to identify the 
main food import chains into Belgium. 

First of all, a choice had to be made between available databases on customs statistics. Databases 
use indeed different reporting methodologies with implications on the results obtained, and the 
relevance for our study.  

Four main databases were available for the implementation of the present study, which are listed 

below, together with their advantages and drawbacks, as well as their reporting methodology. 

 

 

 Public database Owner/author Advantages Drawbacks 
Reporting 
methodologies 

NBB Stat 
https://stat.nbb.be  

Banque 

Nationale de 
Belgique 

Direct source of 
data 

High difficulty to 

retrieve a large 
amount of data 

¶ National concept 

¶ Community 
concept 

Eurostat 
https://ec.europa.eu 

/eurostat  

European Union 

Consolidation 

of all EU 

member states 
data 

Relatively complex 
interface to 

retrieve data 

¶ Community 

concept 

FAOSTAT 

https://www.fao.org 

/ faostat/en/  

Food & 
Agriculture 
Organization  

Easy to use 

interface 

Lack of cross-
check of data 
provided by states 

¶ Community 

concept 

UN Comtrade 
https://comtrade.un.org  

https://comtrade.un.org  

United Nations 

Easy to use 
interface 
Cross-check 

and cleansing of 

data 

Values in dollar 

which require to 

convert back in 
euro 

¶ National concept 

https://stat.nbb.be/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat
https://www.fao.org/faostat/en/
https://www.fao.org/faostat/en/
https://comtrade.un.org/
https://comtrade.un.org/
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Among the 4 main databases identified, UN Comtrade managed by the United Nations turned out to 

provide the highest level of cleansing and cross-checking of data. Indeed, the Comtrade teams are 

dedicating additional efforts to trace back the first country of origin for the different categories of 

products in close contact with reporting countries. Combined with the possibilities of its interface 
which makes it easier to retrieve large amounts of data, this database appeared better adapted for 

our study (its only drawback being the use of dollar as the common currency, which was not a 

problem as the internal information system of BASIC already enabled to make automatic currency 
conversions towards the euro based on the official rates of the European Central Bank). 

The database of the Belgium National Bank (NBB) was another equally relevant option as it is the 
direct source of data, but its complex interface created important barriers of implementation given 

the constraints of time and resources for the study. Another relevant possibility was to use the 

FAOSTAT database which provides a more efficient interface, its only disadvantage with Comtrade 

being its lower level of cross-checking. 

Beyond these first considerations, when analysing the statistics provided by these 4 databases, we 

discovered the existence of 2 distinct J=HGJLAF? E=L@G<K >GJ ;MKLGEK <9L9Ӆ =AL@=J L@= ӑF9LAGF9D
;GF;=HLӒor L@= ӑ;GEEMFALQ ;GF;=HLӒ. The main difference between these two methods is that the 

ӑF9LAGF9D ;GF;=HLӒ excludes ӑIM9KA-LJ9FKALӒ >JGE L@= J=HGJL=< KL9LAKLA;K which corresponds to goods 

that are cleared through customs and immediately dispatched to another State by a company which 
operates from a foreign country (in our case from other EU Member States other than Belgium) 

without having a legal entity based in the country of import.4 This leads to very different numbers for 
certain categories of products. 

 

 
 

4 Eurostat, Quality report on European statistics on international trade in goods, 2020 edition available at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/7870049/12102376/KS-FT-20-008-EN-N.pdf/edc78e7f-c482-39c8-58df-

3b6858050827?t=1608283804372  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/7870049/12102376/KS-FT-20-008-EN-N.pdf/edc78e7f-c482-39c8-58df-3b6858050827?t=1608283804372
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/7870049/12102376/KS-FT-20-008-EN-N.pdf/edc78e7f-c482-39c8-58df-3b6858050827?t=1608283804372
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Figure 1. Illustration of reporting methodologies for customs data 

 

Source: BASIC 

This is best exemplified by the case of bananas. The above diagram illustrates the example of 

containers being imported in France via the port of Antwerp. Under the national concept method, 

the volume and value of these imported containers are only reported in the French customs statistics. 
Under the community concept method, they are reported both in the Belgian and the French 

customs statistics, although the imports are directly managed by a French company which has no 

legal entity based in Belgium. This has big impacts on the import data for Belgium as the country is a 

central hub for the banana trade in Europe: the volume and value of banana imports reported under 
the community concept are 4 times higher than when reported under the national concept (banana 
being the category of products with by far the highest discrepancy among all food products reported).  

Given that the objective of the study is to identify the ways Belgian public and private actors could 

improve the sustainability of global agri-food value chains, we considered that using the community 

concept would be misleading as it would take into account imports related to foreign companies 
which would not be concerned as they are not established in Belgium and do not create added value 

there. As a result, we decided to exclude the FAOSTAT and the Eurostat databases for our work, and 
we have favoured the Comtrade database because of its simplicity of use and higher reliability. 

Community concept (FAOStat, Eurostat, NBB)

National concept (Comtrade, NBB)
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Figure 2. BASIC dashboard analysing the Belgian customs data of Comtrade (2019) 

 

Based on this choice, we have retrieved all the data needed for our study from Comtrade database 

and integrated it in the internal information system of BASIC (see above illustration for cocoa): 

- the reference year chosen for the data was 2019, in order to avoid the potential disruptions in 

import statistics induced by the Covid19 crisis in 2020 and 2021; 

- the categories of products used for the extraction of data were all HS codes from 01 to 23 

(agriculture products), at the exclusion of 05 (non-edible animal products) and 06 (non-edible 

plants) in order to compile the statistics for food products; 

- the countries of origin considered were all individual world countries, in order to have a 
comprehensive view of all the imports of food products into Belgium. 

In total, we collected and processed data from 130 different categories (i.e., HS codes). We decided 
to analyse the obtained data in value terms (i.e., in euros) instead of volume terms in order to avoid 

the bias created by the differences of product densities which would have favoured heavy products 
(for example bananas at the expense of tea). The consolidated results are the following. 



   

 

BASIC The sustainability of agri-food imported in Belgium 18/249 

 

Figure 3. Categories of food products imported to Belgium from non-OECD countries 

 

Source: BASIC calculations with Comtrade data (2019) 

As illustrated above, the breakdown of import value per product category demonstrated a quite 

diverse pattern, dairy products being the largest one with 12% of the total value, and the last category 
being starch and milled products with 1.6% of the total value. 

 
Table 1: Value and volume of imports to Belgium (2019) 

 

When looking in geographical terms, the data obtained show that the vast majority of the imports of 

food products are actually originating from other EU member states (80% of the total value and 86% 
of the total volumes). In comparison, the imports originating from the countries included in the scope 

 

 
 

5 For information, the total value of imports in 2019 reported under the community concept J=9;@=K JGM?@DQ ґғ  F ỀӅ

which is approximately 25% higher than under the national concept. 2@= N9KL E9BGJALQ G> L@= ҕ  F Ề <A>>=J=F;= :=LO==F

the two totals is mainly explained by bananas (around 80% of the difference).  

 Belgian imports in 2019    

 VALUE VOLUME 

Total imports from all world countries 
28.ґ  F Ề5 

100% 

38.2 Mn tonnes 

100% 

ӈ KM:-total direct imports from developing 

& emerging countries  

2.ғ  F Ề 

8,9% 

3.3 Mn tonnes 

8,7% 

ӈ KM:-total import from EU countries 
23 Bn Ề 

80% 

32.6 Mn tonnes 

86% 
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of the study barely represent 9% of the total value and volume of Belgian food imports (i.e., those 

imports that originate from non-OECD countries which can be considered as equivalent to the 

combination of developing countries defined by the International Monetary Fund, newly 
industrialised and emerging countries). 

However, the more detailed analysis of the imports of food products from other EU Member States 

into Belgium has revealed that they include a significant proportion of products that are not grown 
in Europe such as palm oil, soya cake, cocoa, coffee, etc. 

This is a well-documented limitation for the categories of products which are processed: for example, 
most imports of processed palm oil and palm kernel oil recorded by Belgium originate from the 

Netherlands where these products are processed from crude oil which is imported mainly from 

Indonesia and Malaysia. In such cases, the Belgian customs authorities currently do not trace the 

origin of the raw material back to Indonesia and Malaysia because the HS code used in customs 
databases is different for the processed product and the raw material, and no link is made between 

the two. This problem is even worsened in the case of processed products made up from multiple 

ingredients such as chocolate products (which mix cocoa and sugar from different origins), meat and 
fish preparations (which mix different meats or fishes from different origins), prepared ready meals, 

etc. At least 20 product categories among the 130 analysed for this study fall into such cases of lack 

of traceability because the raw material originating from non-OECD countries (at least partially) are 
processed into different products on the EU territory. Resources should be allocated to customs 

services in order to lift the veil of opacity that exists for these categories of processed products, and 
to ensure sufficient traceability in order to properly assess the risks linked to these imports. 

In the end, around 50 categories of products could not be integrated in our analysis of social and 

environmental risks because they are processed from a mix of different raw ingredients that could 

not be traced back to origin. Nonetheless, we have managed to include in our analysis the products 
processed from a single ingredient such as palm oil, palm kernel oil, soya oil cake, etc. 

An additional problem arose: our analysis revealed that a similar level of opacity also existed for the 
categories of agricultural products which are kept in a raw form (i.e., non-processed) as a significant 

proportion of the related Belgian imports was indicated as coming from other European countries 

where they obviously cannot be grown (such as coffee beans, cocoa beans, etc.). This was a big 
surprise as for most other EU countries in the Comtrade database, the proportion of such imports 

that lack traceability to the real country of origin is minimal. This situation is apparently linked to the 

fact that Belgium is a major hub of imports of food products in the European Union, and customs 

authorities are probably insufficiently resourced to ensure a systematic traceability to origin of all the 

food product categories.   

In order to compensate for this bias, we have decided to include the indirect imports transiting from 
other EU Member States for the 80 food product categories that we managed to include in our scope 

of analysis (after removing the 50 categories of products processed from a mix of different ingredients 
for which the origin of the raw material could not be traced). 
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Figure 4. Origin countries of direct imports to Belgium 

 

Source: BASIC calculations with Comtrade data (2019) 

In order to assess these indirect imports, we have first analysed the origin of food products imports 
in Belgium, which has revealed that 3 countries only were accounting for 68% of the related total 

value: Netherlands, France and Germany (see above). As a result, and given the time and resource 

constraints of our study, we have decided to focus on these 3 countries for the estimation of indirect 
imports of food products which are grown in non-OECD countries and which transit via these EU hubs 

before reaching Belgium (whether they remain in their raw form or after being processed in these 
hubs). 

These estimations are based on the following assumptions: 

¶ for products that are only grown in non-OECD countries, the percentages of each country of 

first origin in the indirect imports of Belgium are calculated as follows (whether or not there is 
processing taking place in the transit country, or only trading activities): 
% of origin country in indirect imports of Belgium (in value terms)   

= % of the same origin country in direct imports of EU transit country (Netherlands, France or Germany) 

multiplied by % of the EU transit country in the direct imports of Belgium 

¶ for products that are also grown in the EU transit countries (Netherlands, France and Germany), 

the percentages of each country of first origin in the indirect imports of Belgium are calculated 
as follows: 
% of origin country in indirect imports of Belgium (in value terms)   

= % of the same origin country in the sum of (direct imports of EU transit country + production within the 
EU transit country) multiplied by % of the EU transit country in the direct imports of Belgium 
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Table 2: Value and volumes of direct and indirect imports of agricultural commodities imported from non-OECD countries 

to Belgium 

Source: BASIC calculations with Comtrade data (year 2019) 

As illustrated above, the obtained data made it possible to identify a panel of 20 food product 

categories that are the most significant in Belgian imports from non-OECD countries (making up 

more than 90% of the related total value). These product categories are all above a threshold of 10 

+F Ề AEHGJt value for 2019 (i.e., they are all above 0.04% of the total value of imports). This threshold 

has been set in the light of the significant gap that appears between the 20th and the 21st largest 
categories of product in descending order of import value (pineapple that totalled 1ҕ +F Ề AEHGJL
value in 2019 and processed tomatoes that totalled җ +F Ề AEHGJL N9DM=ӧӄ 

Criteria for selecting the global agri -food supply chains  

PRODUCT CATEGORY 
TOTAL VALUE 

(DIRECT + INDIRECT) 
TOTAL VOLUME 

(DIRECT + INDIRECT) 
UNIT VALUE 

(=VALUE/VOLUME) 

Cocoa  ҏ ҎҖғ ҔҖҖ Ҏҗғ Ề 308 038 t  ґӅғ ỀӬC? 

Coffee  ғҒҒ ҒғҎ ґҔҐ Ề 179 098 t  ґӅҎ ỀӬC? 

Palm oil  ґҕҔ Ґґҕ ҕґҐ Ề 655 851 t  ҎӅҔ ỀӬC? 

Soy  ҐҕҖ Җҗғ ҒҗҖ Ề 813 701 t  ҎӅґ ỀӬC? 

Shrimp  ҏҗґ ҒҖҎ ҎҖҒ Ề 22 915 t  ҖӅҒ ỀӬC? 

Banana  ҏҕҎ ҒґҔ җҗҎ Ề 206 438 t  ҎӅҖ ỀӬC? 

Rice  ҏғҖ ҎҔҏ ҏҐҖ Ề 272 102 t  ҎӅҔ ỀӬC? 

Orange juice  ғҏ Ґґғ ғҕҗ Ề 71 297 t  ҎӅҕ ỀӬC? 

Cashew nut  ҒҔ ҔҖҐ ҕҖҒ Ề 6 090 t  ҕӅҕ ỀӬC? 

Avocado  Ғґ җғґ ҎҐҔ Ề 14 553 t  ґӅҎ ỀӬC? 

Tea  ґҕ ҔҒҕ ҖҒҐ Ề 5 846 t  ҔӅҒ ỀӬC? 

Sugarcane  ґҔ ҔҗҔ ҎґҐ Ề 145 995 t  ҎӅґ ỀӬC? 

Grape  ґҕ җҏґ ҒҗҐ Ề 17 471 t  ҐӅҐ ỀӬC? 

Onion  ҐҒ ґҕҖ ҐҔҖ Ề 27 260 t  ҎӅҗ ỀӬC? 

Citruses  Ґґ ҕҏҔ ҒҎғ Ề 28 598 t  ҎӅҖ ỀӬC? 

Honey  Ґҏ ҖҗҐ җҕҎ Ề 11 978 t  ҏӅҖ ỀӬC? 

Bovine meat  Ґҏ ғҒҎ ғҎҏ Ề 4 117 t  ғӅҐ ỀӬC? 

Hazelnut  ҏҖ Җҕґ ҎҒҔ Ề 13 259 677 t ҔӅҐ ỀӬC? 

Horsemeat  ҏҖ ҖҎҐ ҏҒҐ Ề 4 070 t  ҒӅҔ ỀӬC? 

Pineapple  ҏҕ ҎҒҎ ґҒҒ Ề 16 432 t  ҏӅҎ ỀӬC? 

Processed tomatoes  Ș ȑȏȑ ȔȏȘ ˌ 8 608 t  ȐȸȐ ˌɛC? 
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Based on the previously obtained results, we have then analysed each of the 20 product categories 

identified in order to select the ones that were relevant for the assessment of social and 
environmental risks.  

In particular, we looked at the main non-OECD countries of origin of both direct and indirect imports 

in Belgium, and we investigated the percentage that these countries represent among total Belgian 

imports so as to side-line categories which would represent a too low percentage of imports (which 
would make discussions little relevant in the eyes of Belgian private actors of the related sector). 

 The following pages present the results of our analysis per commodity. 

 

Cocoa 

 

The cocoa chain tops the list of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in terms of value. In 
terms of product scope, this category includes cocoa beans, cocoa paste/liquor, cocoa butter and 

cocoa powder, the processing taking place either in Europe or in origin countries (but chocolate 

products could not be included as they result from the mix of multiple ingredients: cocoa, sugar, milk, 

FMLKӈ AF MFCFGOF IM9FLALA=KӧӄThe indirect imports via the Netherlands, Germany and France are 3 
times higher than the direct imports of Belgium. The 4 main origin countries are in descending order: 

!GL= <Ӑ'NGAJ=Ӆ %@9F9Ӆ ,A?=JA9 9F<Ecuador, which are also the 4 leading world producer countries 

(followed in Belgian imports and at a significant distance by Papua New Guinea). Altogether, these 4 
countries account for 75% of the total value of cocoa products imported in Belgium. In these 

producing countries, 90% of cocoa volumes are cultivated by smallholder farmers with a significant 
share of women producers. 

 

Coffee 
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Coffee accounts for the second highest value of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 

2019. In terms of product scope, this category includes green coffee beans, Arabica and Robusta, 

which are fully processed in Europe. The vast majority of imports is direct, the value transiting via the 
Netherlands, Germany and France only accounting for 20% of the total value. The 5 main origin 

countries are in descending order: Brazil, Vietnam, Honduras and Peru and Colombia. The top four 

of these countries make up 46% of the total value of coffee products imported in Belgium. In these 
producing countries except Brazil, 70% of coffee volumes are cultivated by smallholder farmers with 

a significant share of women producers. In Brazil, more than 60% of the production is made by 

plantations using hired labour. 

 

Palm oil 
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Palm Oil is in 3rd position in the list of highest Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 2019. 

In terms of product scope, this category comprises processed palm oil and processed palm kernel oil 

products which are fully manufactured in Europe, mainly in the Netherlands, from imported crude 

palm oil (CPO) and crude palm kernel oil (PKO). As in the case of cocoa, the indirect imports via the 
Netherlands, Germany and France are 3 times higher than the direct imports of Belgium. The 5 main 

origin countries are in descending order: Indonesia, Malaysia, Papua New Guinea, Colombia and 

Honduras. The top four of these countries account for 77% of the total value of imported palm oil 
products. In these producing countries, 60% of volumes are cultivated by large plantations, the 

smallholder farmers acting as buffer producers by plantations to complement their production and 
adapt to the volatility of demand. 

 

Soya 

 

Soya is in 4th position in the list of highest Belgian food import value from non-OECD countries in 

2019. In terms of product scope, this category includes processed soybean oil and oil cake which are 

only partially manufactured in Europe (the soybean cake being used as a critical component of cattle 

feeding in Europe). The indirect imports via the Netherlands, Germany and France reach the same 

order of magnitude as the direct imports into Belgium. The 3 main origin countries are in descending 

order: Brazil, Argentina and India (followed at a significant distance by Togo and Indonesia). When 

combined, the top four of these countries account for 45% of the total value of imported soya 

products (noting that a minority but significant proportion of soya imported each year in Belgium is 

grown in Europe). In producing countries, the bulk of volumes (90%) is cultivated by plantations, and 

the smallholder farmers only provide small buffer volumes to plantations that enable them to adapt 

to the volatility of demand. 

Shrimp 
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Shrimp account for the 5th highest value of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 2019. In 
terms of product scope, this category includes mainly processed peeled shrimps (without the head) 

as well as frozen shrimps. The majority of imports is direct, the value transiting via the Netherlands, 

Germany and France only accounting for 27% of the total value. The 5 main origin countries are in 
descending order: India, Vietnam, Bangladesh, Ecuador and Indonesia. The top four of these 

countries account for 58% of the total value of imported shrimps. In these producing countries 55% 

of shrimp volumes are produced through aquaculture and 45% are caught by fishing boats. There is 

a high proportion of women in the value chain who are essentially employed in the factories of 1st 
processing (peeling and head removing) in the countries of export. 

Banana 
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Bananas account for the 6th highest value of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 2019. 

In terms of product scope, this category includes mainly fresh banana of the Cavendish variety (the 

sole one which is exported among the more than 130 varieties that exist worldwide). These bananas 

are fully ripened in Europe before being sold to consumers. In addition, there are also very small 
volumes of plantain bananas and dried bananas. The majority of imports is direct, the value transiting 

via the Netherlands, Germany and France only accounting for 26% of the total value. The 5 main 

origin countries are in descending order: Colombia, Ecuador, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic and 
Peru (the two latter ones producing mainly organic bananas). The top four of these countries make 

up 56% of the total value of imported bananas (a minority but significant proportion being grown in 

France ӛ Guadeloupe & Martinique ӛ Spain ӛ Baleares ӛ and Portugal ӛ Madeira). In Latin American 

producing countries, the bulk of volumes (90%) is cultivated by large plantations, and the smallholder 
farmers are only used by plantations as buffer producers to complement their exports and adapt to 

the volatility of demand (except in Dominican Republic and Peru where some smallholder farmers 

have managed to form cooperatives and export directly their bananas to the Fair Trade and organic 
markets). 

 

Rice 

 

Rice is in 7th position in the list of highest Belgian food import value from non-OECD countries in 2019. 

In terms of product scope, this category comprises wholly milled, semi-milled and whole grain rice of 
different varieties like Basmati, Thai, etc. (in addition, a tiny proportion is made up of pre-cooked rice 

which is fully manufactured in Europe). The majority of imports is direct into Belgium, the value 

transiting via the Netherlands, Germany and France only accounting for 1/3 of the total value. The  
4 main origin countries are in descending order: Pakistan, Thailand, Myanmar and Cambodia. When 

combined, these 4 countries make up 61% of the total value of imported rice. In these producing 

countries, 90% of volumes are cultivated by smallholder farmers, for the majority under contract 

production (i.e., non-organised and dependent on a large buyer for channelling their production) and 
the rest are organised in cooperatives or associations. 
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Orange juice  

 

Orange Juice accounts for the 8th highest value of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 

2019. In terms of product scope, this category comprises frozen and refrigerated concentrate of juice 

which is fully processed at origin in the export countries (this concentrate is then diluted and bottled 

in Europe before being sold to consumers). The indirect imports via the Netherlands, Germany and 

France are twice higher than the direct imports of Belgium. The main country of origin is by far Brazil 

which is the largest world producer of orange juice concentrate, and which combined with Mexico, 
South Africa, and Morocco makes up more than 51% of the orange juice concentrate imported in 

Belgium each year. In Brazil, the majority of volumes (70%) is cultivated by large plantations, and the 

smallholder farmers are only used by plantations as buffer producers to complement their exports 
and adapt to the volatility of demand. 
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Cashew nut 

 

Cashew nuts are in 9th position in the list of highest Belgian food import value from non-OECD 

countries in 2019. In terms of product scope, this category includes fresh and shelled cashew nuts. 
The vast majority of imports transits via the Netherlands, Germany and France, the direct imports into 

Belgium only accounting for 4% of the total value. The 4 main origin countries are in descending 

order: Vietnam, India, Brazil and Benin. Altogether, these countries account for 77% of the total value 
of imported cashew nut. In these producing countries, 60% of volumes are cultivated by smallholder 

farmers, for the majority under contract production (i.e., non-organised and dependent on a large 
buyer for channelling their production) and the rest is produced by plantations. 

 

Avocado 
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Avocado accounts for the 10th highest value of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 

2019. In terms of product scope, this category comprises mainly fresh avocadoes, as well as small 

quantities of dried avocadoes. As in the case of bananas, fresh avocadoes are fully ripened in Europe 

before being sold to consumers. The majority of imports is direct, the value transiting via the 
Netherlands, Germany and France only accounting for 37% of the total value. The 2 main origin 

countries are in descending order Chile and Peru which together account for 57% of avocado imports 

in Belgium (it is interesting to note that Mexico, by far the largest exporter of avocadoes worldwide, 
but also a country presenting the highest social risks because of the documented involvement of 

narcotraffic actors in the sector, is not a source of Belgian imports). In these producing countries, the 
bulk of volumes (95%) is cultivated by large plantations. 

 

Tea 

 

Tea accounts for the 11th highest value of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 2019. In 

terms of product scope, this category includes green, black, oolong and white tea which are all 
different types of processing of the same plant leaves, Camellia Sinensis. As fresh tea leaves are highly 

perishable, tea is fully processed at origin in exporting countries. As in the case of cocoa and palm oil, 

the indirect imports via the Netherlands, Germany and France are more than 3 times higher than the 

direct imports of Belgium. The 5 main origin countries are in descending order: China, India, Sri 
Lanka, Malawi and Kenya. When combined, the top four of these countries account for 76% of the 

total value of Belgian imports of tea. In these producing countries, the bulk of volumes (85%) is 

cultivated by large plantations which employ a majority of women for the hand picking of tea leaves. 
Over the past 10 years, confronted with the stiff decrease of profitability, the volumes produced by 

plantations are increasingly eroding, being replaced by smallholder farmers producing fresh tea 
leaves which they sell to Bought Leaf Factories (BLF), especially in India (Assam), Sri Lanka and China. 

 

  



   

 

BASIC The sustainability of agri-food imported in Belgium 30/249 

 

Sugarcane 

 

Sugarcane is in 12th position in the list of highest Belgian food import value from non-OECD countries 

in 2019. In terms of product scope, this category includes unrefined sugar, solid sugar and molasses 

(such as bagasse). As freshly cut sugarcane is highly perishable, the first processing of sugarcane juice 
is fully performed at origin in production countries. The majority of imports is direct, the value 

transiting via the Netherlands, Germany and France only accounting for 25% of the total value. The 5 

main origin countries are in descending order: India, Mauritius, Colombia, Brazil and Guatemala. The 
top four of these countries make up 69% of the total value of the sugarcane products imported each 

year in Belgium. In these producing countries, the bulk of volumes (80%) is cultivated by large 

plantations, the smallholder farmers acting as buffer producers on the world market to complement 
exports and adapt to the volatility of demand (essentially in India and Mauritius). 

 

Grape 
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Grapes account for the 13th highest value of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 2019. 

In terms of product scope, this category comprises both fresh grapes and dried raisin (the latter being 

fully processed at origin). As in the case of soya, indirect imports via the Netherlands, Germany and 
France reach the same order of magnitude as the direct imports into Belgium. The 5 main origin 

countries are in descending order: Turkey (in majority providing dried raisin), South Africa and Chile 

(these two countries providing fresh grapes in winter transported by plane to satisfy off-season 
consumer demand in Europe when no other country in the world can cultivate this product) and 

finally India and China (again mainly for dried raisin). The top four of these countries account for 31% 

of the total value of fresh grapes and raisin imported in Belgium each year (noting that a majority of 
fresh grapes are grown and imported each year from Spain, Italy and France). In non-OECD producing 

countries, the bulk of volumes (95%) is cultivated by large plantations with very little, if any, 
smallholder farmer production. 

 

Onion 
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Onions are in 14th position in the list of highest Belgian food import value from non-OECD countries 

in 2019. In terms of product scope, this category includes fresh, refrigerated and dried onions. As for 

the case of orange juice concentrate, the indirect imports via the Netherlands, Germany and France 

are more than twice higher than the direct imports of Belgium. Egypt is by far the largest non-OECD 

origin, followed by India, China and Morocco. The top four of these countries make up less than 30% 
of the total value of onion products imported in Belgium and most imported onions are grown in 

other EU countries. In addition, it is important to recall that Belgium produces 4 times more onions 

(in volume terms) than the quantities imported. Hence, the percentage of onions originating from 
non-OECD countries in the total of domestic production plus imports is actually lower than 6%, which 

is why we decided not to include this group of products in the rest of our analysis. Indeed, this 

percentage is much too small and would be considered in good faith as non-relevant by Belgian 

actors. 
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Citrus 

 

The case of citrus is quite similar to the previous one. Citruses are in 15th position in the list of highest 

Belgian food import value from non-OECD countries. In terms of product scope, this category 
comprises oranges, mandarins, clementines, tangerines, etc. Direct and indirect imports via the 

Netherlands, Germany and France are close to being of the same order of magnitude. South Africa is 

by far the largest non-OECD origin (mainly for off-season consumption), followed by Egypt, Morocco 
and Argentina, the vast majority of citruses being grown and imported in Belgium from other EU 

countries. As the percentage of citruses originating from non-OECD countries in the total of Belgian 

imports is only 11%, we decided not to include this group of products in the rest of our analysis (like 
for the previous case of onions). 

 

Honey  
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Honey accounts for the second highest value of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 

2019. The bulk of imports is direct. The 5 main origin countries are in descending order: Ukraine, 

China, Argentina, Mexico, and at a significant distance, Brazil. The top four of these countries make 

up 55% of the total value of the honey imported in Belgium. In these producing countries except the 
essential part of the quantities produced are made by smallholder farmers. 

 

Bovine meat 

  
 

Bovine meat accounts for the 17th highest value of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 

2019. In terms of product scope, this category is complex and comprises: 

- Meat of bovine animals, fresh or chilled (HS code 0201) 

- Meat of bovine animals, frozen (HS code 0202) 
- Meat and edible meat offal of bovine animals, salted, in brine, dried or smoked; edible flours 

and meals of meat or meat offal of bovine animals (HS code 0210.20) 

- Sausages and similar products of meat, meat offal or blood of bovine animals (HS code 1601) 
- Prepared or preserved meat, meat offal or blood of bovine animals (HS code 1602.50). 

The only non-OECD origin country that appears in the 5 product groups mentioned above is Brazil 
and only for the last category of meat preparations (destined to contract catering). Altogether, more 

than 95% of the total value of imports of the 5 product categories listed above ӦҒҐґ EADDAGF Ềӧis from 

Other EU countries and Great Britain. In addition to these imports, the total beef production in 

Belgium amounted to 1.23 billion Ề in 2019 (for the same set of products). As a result, beef imports 
from Brazil represent barely more than 1% of total of beef imports plus production in Belgium. This 
figure appears far too low to be considered relevant for the Belgian actors of the sector. 
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Hazelnuts  

 

Hazelnuts are in 18th position in the list of highest Belgian food import value from non-OECD countries 

in 2019. In terms of product scope, this category includes fresh, shelled and dried hazelnuts. As in the 
case of soya and grapes, indirect imports via the Netherlands, Germany and France reach the same 

order of magnitude as the direct imports into Belgium. The main origin country is by far Turkey (76% 

of the total value), followed at a significant distance by Chile. Altogether, these 2 countries account 

for 89% of the total value of hazelnuts imported each year in Belgium. In these producing countries, 

90% of volumes are cultivated by smallholder farmers, for the majority under contract production 
(i.e. non-organised and dependent on a large buyer for channelling their production). 

 

Horsemeat 

 

Horsemeat accounts for the 19th highest value of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 

2019. The majority of imports is direct, the value transiting via the Netherlands, Germany and France 
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only accounting for 35% of the total value. Argentina is by far the largest origin, followed at distance 

by Uruguay. As the percentage of horsemeat originating from non-OECD countries in the total of 

Belgian imports is only 37%, and even more so because of the high specificities of this small sector of 
activity, we decided not to include this group of products in the rest of our analysis. 

 

Pineapple 

 

Pineapple is the 20th highest value of Belgian food imports from non-OECD countries in 2019 and the 

last in our list. In terms of product scope, this category comprises mainly fresh pineapples of the 

@Q:JA< N9JA=LQ ӏ#PLJ9 1O==LӐ(or MD-2 in technical terms), as well as small volumes of dried pineapple. 
The fresh pineapples are fully ripened in Europe before being sold to consumers. The large majority 

of imports transit via the Netherlands, Germany and France which account for 85% of the total value. 

The main origin country is by far Costa Rica which is also the biggest world exporter, and which alone 
makes up 69% of the total value of Belgian imports of pineapple. In Costa Rica, the essential part of 
volumes is cultivated by large plantations. 

List of product categories selected for the socio-environmental analysis    

Based on the analysis of Belgian direct and indirect food imports from non-OECD countries - and of 

the related origins detailed in the previous section - we have compiled a selection of 16 categories of 
products and related value chains which is illustrated below. 
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Figure 5. The 16 main global agri-food value chains imported from non-OECD countries 

 

Source: BASIC calculations based on Comtrade data (year 2019) 

As shown above, we have removed 4 categories of imported products because less than 50% of their 

total direct and indirect imports is coming from non-OECD countries (onions, citruses, bovine meat 

and horsemeat). This left us with a list of 16 products and related value chains to be analysed in the 

following stage of the work that is dedicated to investigating the social and environmental risks and 
issues that they generate. 
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Social and environmental impacts of the 
selected global agri-food chains 

A unified  compass to review sustainability  

 

Theoretical bases of the sustainability compass 

To get a handle on the sustainability issues in the 16 sectors to be analysed, we first conducted a 

bibliographic research in order to review the major reference frameworks in this area, in particular: 

- The United Nations SAFA grid (Sustainable Assessment of Food and Agriculture Systems)6 as 

well as an FAO note on the sustainability of food systems7 

- The duALine study, in particular its chapter 10 which offers a critical overview of various 

sustainability assessment grids8 

- An article by Béné et al., which proposes a framework for analysing sustainability on a global 

scale9 

- An article by Schader et al., which is a meta-analysis of around thirty food sustainability 

analysis grids10 

- Two Metabolic reports, one on a systems approach to analysing food sustainability in 

Europe,11 the other on the global food system.12 

 

This first bibliographical exercise enabled us to enumerate and document the most exhaustive 

possible inventory of the problems caused to the environment and society due to the current 

functioning of our food systems, in Belgium and worldwide. 

In order to organis= L@=K= <A>>=J=FL AKKM=K AFLG ;G@=J=FL ;9L=?GJA=KӅ O= <=;A<=< LG J=DQ GF L@= ӑ<GFML

L@=GJQӒ <=N=DGH=< :Q L@=  JALAK@ =;GFGEAKL )9L= 09OGJL@ӄ13 

 

 
 

6$ -Ӆ ӑ1 $ ґӄҎӆ 1MKL9AF9:D= KK=KKE=FL G> $GG< 9F< ?JA;MDLMJ= 1QKL=EK %MA<=DAF=KӒӄ ҐҎҏҒӄ 

7$ -Ӆ ӑ1MKL9AF9:D= >GG< KQKL=EKӆ !GF;=HL 9F< >J9E=OGJCӒӄ ҐҎҏҖ 

8',0 9F< !'0 "Ӆ ӑ"M *'F=ӆ >GG< KMKL9AF9:ADALQ >9;AF? F=O ;@9DD=F?=KӒӄ ҐҎҏҏ 

9Béné, Christophe, Steven D. Prager, Harold AE Achicanoy, Patricia Alvarez Toro, Lea Lamotte, Camila Bonilla, and 

 J=F<9F 0ӄ +9H=Kӄ ӑ%DG:9D +9H 9F< 'F<A;9LGJK G> $GG< 1QKL=E 1MKL9AF9:ADALQӒӄ 1;A=FLA>A; "9L9 ҔӅ ,Gӄ ҏ Ӧ"=;=E:=J ҐҎҏҗӧӆ

279. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41597-019-0301-5. 

10Sc@9<=JӅ !@JAKLA9FӅ (9F %J=FRӅ +9LL@A9K +=A=JӅ 9F< +9LL@A9K 1LGDR=ӄ ӑ1;GH= 9F< .J=;AKAGF G> 1MKL9AF9:ADALQ KK=KKE=FL

HHJG9;@=K LG $GG< 1QKL=EKӒӄ #;GDG?Q 9F< 1G;A=LQ ҏҗӅ Fẞ 3 (September 12, 2014). https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-06866-

190342. 

11E=L9:GDA;ӄ ӑ3KAF? KQKL=EK L@AFCAF? LG LJ9FK>GJE KG;A=LQӆ 2@= #MJGH=9F $GG< 1QKL=E 9K 9 !9K= 1LM<QӒӄ ҐҎҏҖ 

12E=L9:GDA;ӄ ӑ2@= ?DG:9D >GG< KQKL=Eӆ 9F 9F9DQKAKӒӄ ҐҎҏҕӄ 

13 K. Raworth, Donut Economics. Seven Ways to Think Like a 21st-Century Economist, 2017 
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This theory is based on academic work which, over the last decades, has highlighted the ecological 

limits of the planet which constitute a "ceiling" that must not be exceeded in order to preserve 

ecosystems and life on Earth.14 Raworth added to this environmental framework a "floor" of social 

BMKLA;=Ӈ L@AK KG;A9D ӑ>DGGJӒ AK ;GFKLALML=< G> AL=EK KM;@ 9K @ME9F JA?@LK 9F< L@= =KK=FLA9D F==<K

attached to each person to ensure their development, without which there can be no social 

sustainability. 

The visual donut metaphor associated with this theory can be illustrated as follows: 

Ӣ The outer circle represents the environmental imperatives associated with 9 processes that 

regulate the stability and resilience of the Earth system (interactions between the Earth's 

crust, ocean, atmosphere and living things) and which together provide the conditions for 

existence on which our societies depend. Thresholds not to be exceeded are defined for each 

of them; they must not be overshot, lest the stability of the system and therefore the very 

possibility of life on Earth be threatened (climate, biodiversity, land use, use of      fresh water, 

chemical pollution, etc.). 

Ӣ The inner circle lists all the basic needs that must be covered in order to live well, according 

to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals and consensus among international political leaders. It includes access 

to drinking water, food, decent housing, sanitation, energy, education, health care, as well as 

the right to an income, to political expression and gender equality. Any individual who does 

not have access to these minima lives in the "hole" of the donut. In order to go beyond a solely 

anthropocentric view of these basic needs, we have included animal welfare in this inner 

circle, following the IUCN World Declaration on the Environmental Rule of Law15 and a 

growing number of international texts (which thus go beyond the work of Kate Raworth). 

This framework is in line with older academic work, in particular the research of Meadows et al. 

exposed in their report to the Club of Rome in 197216 or those of René Passet published in his book 

"L'Économique et le Vivant" in 1979,17 which inspired the concept of "strong sustainability" which 

recognises the existence of several non-substitutable capitals (natural and human/social) that need 

to be protected separately from each other, and separately from economic and financial capital, with 

the aim of sustainable human well-being. 

 

 

 
 

14 Rockström, Johan, Will Steffen, Kevin Noone, Åsa Persson, F. Stuart Chapin, Eric F. Lambin, Timothy M. Lenton, et al. 

ӑ 19>= -H=J9LAF? 1H9;= >GJ &ME9FALQӒӄ ,9LMJ= ҒҔҏӅ ,Gӄ ҕҐҔґ ӦҐҎҎҗӧӆ ҒҕҐ-75 . https://doi.org/10.1038/461472a.  

Steffen, W., Richardson, K., Rockström, J., Cornell, SE, Fetzer, I., Bennett, EM, Biggs, R., Carpenter, SR, de Vries, W., de Wit, 

CA, Folke, C., Gerten, D., Heinke, J., Mace, GM, Persson, LM, Ramanathan, V., Reyers, B. & Sörlin, S. Planetary boundaries: 

Guiding human development on a changing planet. Science, 2015 

15 IUCN, World Commission on Environmental Law, IUCN Global Statement on the Rule of Environmental Law, 2016 

16 Meadows, Donella H., Dennis L. Meadows, Jorgen Randers, and William W. Behrens, The Limits to growth; a report for 

the Club of Rome's project on the predicament of mankind. New York: Universe Books, 1972 

17Passet, R. The Economic and the Living, 1979 
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Description of the 15 components of the compass 

On the basis of an exhaustive bibliographical review and relying on the theory of the donut, we 

formalised and grouped the main issues generated by the food chains (agricultural production, 

product processing, transport of goods, retail sale, catering, consumption, etc.) into two categories: 

Ӣ EnNAJGFE=FL9D AKKM=K 9KKG;A9L=< OAL@ L@= ӑ;=ADAF?Ӓ G> HD9F=L9JQboundaries: climate, air 

quality, water resources, soils, biodiversity, etc. 

Ӣ Socio-=;GFGEA; AKKM=K 9KKG;A9L=< OAL@ L@= ӑ>DGGJӒ G> @ME9F JA?@LKӄ 'F <GAF? KGӅ O= <G FGL

consider the creation of economic value as an end in itself, but as a means to achieve a social 

end: a more equitable and more united society, allowing everyone to live with dignity and in 

better health. We have also chosen to classify animal welfare in this section, in order to go 

beyond a solely anthropocentric vision of fundamental rights, following in this a growing 

number of international texts.18 
 

Figure 6. The 15 issues of the food sustainability compass by BASIC 

 
Source: BASIC 

The environmental issues selected for our compass are seven in number: 

1. climate change, caused by the various greenhouse gas emissions (carbon dioxide, methane, 

nitrous oxide) and by carbon storage losses (in particular due to changes in land use and their 

artificialisation, but also deforestation) 

 

 
 

18IUCN, World Commission on Environmental Law, IUCN Global Statement on the Rule of Environmental Law, 2016 
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2. air pollution associated with the formation of tropospheric ozone, the formation of primary 

and secondary fine particles,19 volatilization of toxic substances and heavy metals 

3. the erosion of biodiversity caused by the risks of exposure of wild species to toxic substances, 

the degradation and fragmentation of natural habitats 

4. the degradation of water resources due to the scarcity of drawn water reserves (irrigation, 

lower water retention capacities, installations, etc.) and pollution of waterways and 

groundwater (nitrates, phosphates, pesticides, antibiotics, plastics, etc.) 

5. soil degradation associated with the decline in their physical, biological and organic quality, 

their chemical degradation and the loss of soil linked to erosion and artificialization 

6. the depletion of non-renewable resources, whether fossil (oil, gas) or mineral (phosphorus, 

potassium, aluminium, etc.) 

7. the capacity of ecosystems to assimilate the waste generated throughout food chains. One of 

the main causes of this problem is waste, which also amplifies all the impacts mentioned 

above, by increasing the need for raw materials, thereby increasing the environmental 

pressure of the food system. 

Similarly, 8 socio-economic issues were included in the sustainability compass: 

1. the impacts on human health caused by losses in the nutritional quality of food, problems 

with the sanitary quality of food, the risks of disease and physical and psychosocial risks at 

work 

2. poor working conditions and breaches of labour law due to discrimination, arduous work, job 

insecurity, breaches of freedom of association and physical and psychosocial risks at work 

3. achieving a decent income to remedy the problem of sub-decent pay levels, income 

instability, and lack of economic visibility 

4. socio-economic inequalities linked to differences in income and wealth, and unequal access 

to public and private services 

5. the obstacles to food democracy, which take the form of obstacles preventing access to 

reliable and independent information on the food system and its impacts, the right to be 

involved in the definition of agricultural/food policies and to be heard in case of damages, as 

well as individual and collective freedom of choice (of diet, of agricultural model, etc.). 

6. the deterioration of social cohesion caused by the lack of social and professional diversity, 

the disintegration of links within sectors, social isolation, and the rise of socio-economic 

inequalities 

7. food security risks posed by threats of supply disruption, inability to meet demand from 

own/local resources (at the macro level) and household food insecurity (at the micro level) 

 

 
 

19 Fine particles are categorised according to their mode of formation. They are said to be primary when they are emitted 

as such into the atmosphere and secondary when they are formed in the air by physico-chemical reactions from other 

pollutants, for example nitrogen oxides (NOx) and ammonia (NH3). 
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8. harm to animal welfare - harm to the only non-anthropocentric fundamental right of the 

socio-economic sphere - which is linked to painful practices, poor state of health, lack of 

freedom of movement, small areas per animal, etc. 

 

These elements were discussed and consolidated with European academics who work on the 

operational implementation of the donut theory at local scales, particularly on food issues, in 

particular Géraldine Thiry, associate professor in economics at the Catholic University of Leuven and 

at the ICHEC Brussels Management School. 

 

Identification of the causes of degradation of the components of the compass 

Each of the 15 previous issues listed was first broken down into sub-issues based on a 

multidisciplinary bibliographic review, which enabled us to review dozens of publications from the 

academic world, public research institutes and authorities published over the last 2 decades. 

For example, the issue of climate change is most often structured around the various greenhouse gas 

emissions that are at its source ӛ essentially carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide ӛ as well as 

loss of carbon storage. 

When the framing of the issues was less consensual or still emerging, in particular in the socio-

economic field, we relied on the expertise consolidated over 10 years by BASIC, in particular the 

interviews of experts and researchers carried out within the framework of our studies published to 

date and which have made it possible to identify the constituent sub-problems.20 This is, for example, 

the case of the failure to achieve a decent standard of living, the main sub-problems of which have 

been framed from the various studies carried out by BASIC on the subject: insufficient income, lack 

of visibility on income, and income instability.21 

Once the sub-problems were defined, the question arose of the identification of the determinants of 

food chains social and environmental unsustainability. 

We call "drivers" the facts or phenomena, social or biophysical, which underlie the current 

functioning of the food system and constitute either a direct cause of an environmental or socio-

economic sub-problem, or an indirect cause through other determinantsӄ ӑ"JAN=JKӒ 9J= L@=complex 

ӑJGGL ;9MK=KӒ that operate underneath the 15 issues that are simplified in the compass. Each driver 

 

 
 

20 See for instance: BASIC, Study of Assam tea value chain, 2019; BASIC, Behind the Success Story, 2018; BASIC, Pineapple 

value chain from Costa Rica to Germany, 2016; BASIC, Banana value chains in Europe and the consequences of Unfair 

Trading Practices, 2015; BASIC, Analysis of agricultural value chains between South Africa and Germany: Case studies of 

table grape, wine and rooibos, 2015;  

21 See for instance: BASIC, Analysis of the distribution of value, costs, taxes, and net margins along the German cocoa 

and chocolate value chains, 2022; BASIC, Comparative study on the distribution of value in French chocolate chains, 2020 
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can be directly linked to one or more sub-issues and conversely, each sub-issue can be caused by 

one or more determinants. 

The drivers are interconnected by presumed causal links which have been documented and mapped 

in a "Kumu" tool freely available22, based on the multidisciplinary bibliography we have compiled. 

Any driver which is an immediate cause of a sub-probD=E ӦOAL@GML AFL=JE=<A9JQӧ AK ;9DD=< ӑ<AJ=;L

<JAN=JӒ G> L@AK ӦKM:-)problem. 

We have then used this tool to guide our analysis of the literature review we have performed for each 

of the 16 commodities. In particular, this tool has enabled us to: 

- ensure we have investigated comprehensively all the main possible environmental and social 

issues associated with the commodity at stake 

- identify for each issue the main root causes through a rigorous and systematic methodology 

- disHD9Q L@= J=KMDLK MKAF? L@=  1'!ӐK KMKL9AF9:ADALQ ;GEH9KK O@A;@ =F9:D=K LG @9N= 9

comprehensive and systemic view of the main issues and causes for each commodity. 

 

  

 

 
 

22 At the following web address: https://kumu.io/BASIC/grille-de-non-durabilite -de-lalimentation-v2022#untitled-map  

https://kumu.io/BASIC/grille-de-non-durabilite-de-lalimentation-v2022#untitled-map
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0=NA=O G> L@= ҏҔ KMHHDQ ;@9AFKӐ KMKL9AF9:ADALQ 

 

Cocoa 

The figure below summarises the main socio-economic and environmental impacts of the banana 

value chain, at the global level and with a focus on the following production countries: Côte d'Ivoire, 
Ghana, Nigeria and Ecuador. 

Figure 7. Analysis of the sustainability of the cocoa value chain. 

 

Source: BASIC, 2022. 

Main environmental impacts 

Long reserved for the wealthy, chocolate has now become a common food around the world. Its 

consumption has been multiplied by 16 since the beginning of the 20th century, a "boom" in demand 
which has accelerated further in recent years. Today, 4 million tons of chocolate are sold each year. 

To allow such an evolution, the cultivation of cocoa has continued to grow in surface area, generating 

a significant share of deforestation in producing countries, corresponding to more than 730,000 

hectares of forest lost per year between 2005 and 2017. In a context of weakness and volatility of 
cocoa prices, cocoa farmers are pushed to find solutions to reduce their production costs as much 

as possible. One of them is to expand into  the forest to benefit from the richness of recently 

deforested soils (forest rent) rather than investing to continue to exploit ageing cocoa trees, whose 
productivity decreases significantly after their twentieth year. 
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Cocoa plantations thus take over previously unexploited areas, leading to the loss of   valuable 

ecosystems and natural habitats for fauna and flora. Beyond this, the implementation of 

monocultural cocoa practices, with so-called light cultivation in West African countries and certain 

Ecuadorian plantations, is a trend still at work which amplifies the dynamics of impoverishment of 
soils and ecosystems (biodiversity). These monocultural practices are also the source of effluents 
which cause significant pressure on water resources in the production countries. 

Furthermore, the standardisation of cocoa exchanged via international trade imposes strong 

constraints on agricultural production and limits the number of varieties of cocoa grown, several of 

them not being valued by the market (thereby reducing the potential for agricultural diversity). In 
economic terms, this standardisation has given rise to a global cocoa market where buyers engage 

in incessant price competition and generate constant pressure on producers, which is all the greater 

since the majority of cocoa beans are produced by a multitude of producers in different countries 

perceived as strictly interchangeable. 

 

Main socio-economic impacts 

Ninety percent (90%) of cocoa is grown by small independent producers. Mostly not organised into 

;GGH=J9LAN=K AF 5=KL >JA;9 Ӧ!ơL= <Ӎ'NGAJ=Ӆ %@9F9Ӆ ,A?=JA9ӧӅ L@=K= KE9DD HJG<M;=JK 9J= ӑHJA;= L9C=JKӒ
with a low bargaining power vis-à-vis a very small number of buyers. Their selling prices are generally 

too low to allow them to achieve a decent income (living income). In addition, price volatility caused 

by unstable and too-low world cocoa prices prevents producers from covering their production costs 
and saving and investing in the maintenance and/or modernisation of their farms. The low level and 

volatility of their remuneration is one of the contributing factors that  explains the use of forced labour 
and child labour still observed in Côte d'Ivoire and Ghana, as well as in certain areas of Latin America. 

The insecurity of income generated by cocoa farming is all the more problematic as the beans are a 

ӑ;9K@ ;JGHӒ ӦHJG<M;LAGF AFL=F<=< >GJ =PHGJLӧ O@A;@ 9J= KGE=LAE=K ;MDLAN9L=< LG L@= <=LJAE=FL G>

subsistence agriculture. Financial insecurity over cocoa can thus give rise to an additional 
phenomenon of food insecurity. 

In addition, the work of cocoa farmers is characterized by high hardship (physically hard tasks, long 
working hours) and significant exposure to hazardous substances used to increase yields and protect 

cocoa trees from disease. These dangerous substances primarily deteriorate the health of family 

producers, but also that of seasonal employees and, more broadly, of neighbouring populations 

living near the farms. 

These problems are amplified for migrants and women who are widely discriminated against, 

although they represent a significant part of the cocoa farming population. Because of their gender 
or their origins, both are confined to the hardest tasks, are structurally paid less and have even more 

difficulties in accessing land ownership and financing mechanisms. More particularly in Côte d'Ivoire, 

migrants from neighbouring countries (Burkina Faso among others) are subject to increased 
discrimination because of their often-illegal status and the fact that many are minors. Social conflicts 
regularly resurface on the basis of poverty and ethnic tensions. 
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Coffee 

The figure below summarises the main socio-economic and environmental impacts of the coffee 

sector, at the international level and more particularly in the following producing countries: Brazil, 

Vietnam, Honduras and Peru. 

Figure 8. Analysis of the sustainability of the coffee value chain. 
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Source: BASIC, 2022. 

Main environmental impacts 

Coffee is one of the first beverages to have been widely consumed in most regions of the world, 

thanks to the development of consumer products sold in supermarkets (ground coffee, soluble 

coffee, pods) and large coffee distribution chains (such as Starbucks). With more than 400 million 
cups per year, it is today the second-most consumed drink in the world after water (tied with tea). 

World coffee production has thus increased tenfold since 1900, exceeding 10 million tonnes in 
2019/2020. 

In most coffee-producing countries, this strong growth has been made possible by a dynamic of 

agricultural modernization coupled with the development of monocultural practices ӛ including in 

countries such as Peru, Honduras or Ethiopia where historical and traditional coffee production was 
on a smaller scale. This dynamic leads to an increase in the average size of the plantations which 

takes over previously unexploited areas, leading to deforestation and a reduction in natural habitats. 

This dynamic is driven both by large plantations (especially in Brazil) and by more family-based 
agriculture (as in Peru) and is often promoted and supported by public authorities. It tends to make 

traditional systems of coffee growing in agroforestry disappear, generating significant negative 
effects in terms of impoverishment of soils and ecosystems (biodiversity). 

Added to this are the constraints of coffee standardisation imposed by international trade, which lead 

to the reduction or even the virtual disappearance of many varieties of coffee not valued by buyers, 

and thus amplify the loss of agricultural diversity. On the world market, competition and pressure on 
coffee prices are permanent and all the stronger since the majority of coffee beans are produced by 




















































































































































































































































































































































































































