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Food system transparency that
works for SMEs

e We recommend that policymakers create the conditions for SMEs to
meaningfully buy into food system transparency and its regulation. This
will involve (1) Establishing the legal foundations and infrastructure for
digital transparency and fair data control (2) Safeguarding SME's digital
sovereignty and enabling ownership of digitalisation (3) Regulating with
market advantages of SMEs in mind.

« Decisions at the level of policy need to reflect the realities of food system
actors on the ground. In particular, the perspectives of SMEs are under-
and misrepresented when they are positioned as a reason to reduce
regulation. Quite the contrary, SMEs have an interest in implementing
regulation, if it is regulation that works for them.

e Our research finds that both reporting requirements and digitalisation
currently place the burden for collecting data on upstream actors like
SMEs while downstream actors use this data for their commercial benefit.

e Adopting the recommended approaches will enable SMEs, as more
flexible and innovative actors that are closer to the realities of both food
production and consumption, to lead the charge towards food system
transparency that delivers on sustainability, safety and health.
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works for SMEs

In recent years, small-to-medium enterprises
(SMEs) across the EU food system have had to
navigate an increasingly volatile and complex
regulatory environment. While the European
Green Deal and Farm to Fork Strategy framed
transparency as part of a systemic socio-
ecological transformation, policy between
2024 and 2026 has witnessed a structural
shift. Under the Vision for Agriculture and
Food and the Sustainability Omnibus
Package (Directive (EU) 2026/470), EU policy
has towards

recalibrated agricultural

competitiveness and administrative

line with the Budapest

simplification in
Declaration’s 25% reporting reduction target.
This
friction for SMEs. While the Omnibus reforms
raised Corporate Sustainability Reporting
Directive (CSRD) thresholds—exempting an

changing landscape creates severe

estimated 80% of companies from mandatory
reporting—and introduced a statutory 'value
chain cap' under the Voluntary Standard (VS),
large commercial buyers routinely bypass
these protections by embedding bespoke
data demands into private procurement
contracts. Upstream SMEs remain locked into
the
administrative labour of compliance without

asymmetric  relationships:  bearing
gaining price security, data ownership, or
commercial leverage in return.

Concurrently, digitalisation is frequently
deployed as a technocratic fix. Lacking capital
and digital skills, SMEs often rely on paper
records or fragmented databases. Without
statutory interoperability mandates under the
Data Act (Regulation (EU) 2023/2854) and
the Interoperable Europe Act (Regulation
(EU) 2024/903), adopting digital transparency
tools threatens to lock small operators into
expensive, proprietary software
subscriptions. Furthermore, persistent rural
connectivity deficits prevent the reliable
rollout of automated Internet of Things (loT)
telemetry.

Given that SMEs are uniquely positioned to
innovate across the food system, the central
governance question is: how can digital
transparency architectures be made to work
for  SMEs, than

downstream corporate monopolies?
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| Policy Brief

GHTITAN

Food system transparency that
works for SMEs

To ensure food system transparency delivers on public interest goals while empowering SMEs,
policymakers across DG AGRI, DG SANTE, DG GROW and DG CNECT should:

(1) Establish the foundations for digital
transparency and fair data control.

» Policy should continue to build technical
infrastructure such as rural network
coverage alongside establishing reporting
protocols that support offline data
buffering in areas with poor connectivity.

» Policy should deploy European Business
Wallets (EBWSs) under the elDAS 2.0
framework, allowing SMEs to
cryptographically prove statutory
compliance (such as against chemical
limits) without exposing sensitive
commercial information to downstream
buyers.

o Policy should expand frameworks and
establish intermediaries that secure fair
data sharing, counteract asymmetries
between upstream suppliers and large
retailers and enforce Unfair Trading
Practices (UTP) rules and clarify antitrust
derogations (TFEU Article 101) to prevent
large buyers from shifting compliance
costs upstream and allow producers to
safely pool benchmark data.

(2) Safeguarding SME's digital sovereignty
and enabling ownership of digitalisation.

» Policy should drive investment in digital

literacy and capacity building backed by
non-repayable vouchers and advisory
networks (AKIS, EDIHs).

Policy should support SMEs in navigating
digital tool markets, by drawing on
existing legislation (Interoperable Europe
Act, Data Act) to require strict
interoperability from digital transparency
tools.

Policy should prevent vendor lock-in by
mandating regulatory reporting portals to
have standardised open Application
Programming Interfaces (APls) and by
prioritising Free and Open Source
Software (FOSS) and pre-configured
dashboards over costly subscription
models following the principle of 'public
money for public code'.

(3) Regulating with market advantages of
SMEs in mind.
o Policy should establish an ex-ante EU

Registry of Approved Agri-Food Claims to
curb corporate greenwashing, ensuring
that verified sustainability and quality
reporting is calibrated to company size
and provides genuine value for compliant
small businesses.

The material in this section is explained in more detail in TITAN Deliverable 7.4 along with a

description of the practical actions that provide a route to implementation.
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Our research reveals three core findings that necessitate this new policy approach:

Digitalisation as an enabler, not a panacea: Digital innovations such as Al, blockchain, and the
Internet of Things (loT) are widely viewed by policymakers as critical enablers for rapid risk
prediction, automated monitoring, and streamlined reporting. However, they are tools, not
solutions in themselves. The digital transition faces severe real-world blockages, including a
widespread digital skills deficit among older generations of food producers, poor rural
broadband connectivity, and high upfront investment costs.

Capacities and hesitation: SMEs often lack the digital capacities and funds required to navigate
markets for digital tools. Both the selection and adoption of digital tools come with costs, even
more so where already implemented digital solutions lack the interoperability to facilitate
software and data migration. This leads SMEs to delay the adoption of digital tools instead of
owning the digital transition.

Proprietary data monopolies: Downstream actors — particularly major retailers — often exploit
their market power to extract value from supply chain data. These actors hold proprietary
monopolies over consumption and retail data, leaving upstream suppliers with all the
compliance costs but with less ability to benefit commercially from the data they generate.
Meanwhile, upstream primary producers, farmers, and micro-SMEs carry a disproportionate
amount of the physical and administrative costs of transparency initiatives, compared to
multinational corporations. The forcing of complex compliance frameworks onto low-resource
actors by large organisations can lead to systemic market exclusion, the penalisation of early
adopters and result in further market concentration.

These findings are grounded in a robust, multi-method research design, including a desk-based
policy review and in-depth engagement with over 130 policy-related actors through an online
survey, interviews, and a focus group. Participants included policymakers from the European
Commission and national governments, alongside representatives from intergovernmental
bodies, trade bodies and civil society organisations. Preliminary recommendations were
discussed in a stakeholder workshop with 30 participants from NGOs, trade associations, SMEs
and (inter)governmental organisations.
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The current state of EU transparency regulation favours downstream corporate actors over the
SME’s that have the potential to be more flexible and innovative actors. We recommend that
policymakers take the recommendations outlined above to make sure that digital tools and
data sharing requirements work for SMEs and in turn that these organisations are able to fulfil
their vital role in creating a more sustainable, healthy and safe food system.

This policy brief builds on the research that is discussed in greater detail in two public
Deliverables:
o Bear, C., Mukherjee, A. and Cifuentes, M. L. 2023. Transparency_solutions for healthy,

sustainable and safe food systems in existing policy. TITAN.

o Bear, C., Mukherjee, A. and Sonnino, R. 2025. Challenges for policymakers in enabling

transparency for sustainable, healthy and safe food systems. TITAN.

» Bear, C., Dahl, P., Mukherjee, A. and Weldon, J. 2026. Deliverable 7.4 — Policy Roadmap.
TITAN.

o Bear, C., Dahl, P, Mukherjee, A. Lang, D. and Weldon, J. 2026. Workshop Summary:
Shaping transparent food systems - enhancing transparency, trust and innovation in
European food supply chains. TITAN.

These documents and other TITAN resources, are available on the TITAN website. For more
information on the research underpinning this briefing, please contact Dr Christopher Bear,
Cardiff University, UK: bearck@cardiff.ac.uk

This briefing has been produced by Patrik Dahl, James Weldon, Christopher Bear and Ananya
Mukherjee (Cardiff University, UK).
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Enabling transparency in food supply chains
by implementing innovative solutions to boost
health, sustainability, and food safety

TITAN is a 4-year project that will provide an extensive platform for the development of a
wide range of innovations that aid transparency and address societal and planetary health
to make the food system fair, healthy, and environmentally friendly.

The innovations will be supported by cross cutting Work Packages dedicated to stakeholder
interests, implementation of digital technologies, policy recommendations, business
support, management and communication and dissemination.

TITAN will develop 15 innovative solutions including DNA-based detection methods,
Blockchain, Artificial Intelligence (Al), and Internet of Things (loT) to enhance transparency
in agri-food businesses with a focus on SMEs, improve food choices by providing more
transparent information to the consumer, enhance food safety and authenticity of products
and provide improved information on the health and sustainability of food products.

Further information on the TITAN project can be found at http://www.titanproject.eu.

Pilots for food safety

« Traceability in olive supply
chain

« Traceability of undeclared
allergens

« Microbiology and safety of
fermented food products

« Food safety of long shelf-life
beverages

« Intelligent data sharing for

verification of honey suppliers
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