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A new approach for EU food policy

Reframing transparency:

e Without a coherent approach to defining ‘transparency’, the EU's new
push for simplified reporting risks undermining key goals for sustainability,
health, and food safety.

« We recommend that policymakers develop purposeful, context-specific
definitions of transparency, clarifying what the term means for different
goals (e.g., consumer vs retailer; communication vs regulation) to ensure
policy actions are effective.

e Our research finds that while digitisation is a powerful enabler of
transparency, it is not a panacea; a wide range of actors, from EC
regulators to industry bodies, stress that technology is only a tool whose
success depends on its ability to build trust and accountability.

o Adopting the recommended approaches will move the debate beyond
simple information disclosure towards fostering genuine trust and
accountability, enabling informed decisions that benefit the entire food
system and wider society
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Reframing transparency:
A new approach for EU food policy

For over two decades, transparency has been
a central theme in the debate around creating
a safer and more sustainable European food
system, a focus initially prompted by food
crises such as BSE. The EU’s Farm to Fork
Strategy step
forward in this journey, promoting a more

represented a significant
systemic approach that recognised the need
for transparency across the entire food
system.

This long-standing trajectory, however, now
faces a new context. Recent developments,
such as the Omnibus Package and the Vision
for Agriculture and Food, signal a shift in
emphasis towards competitiveness and a
reduced regulatory burden. This new focus on
simplifying reporting and promoting a "collect
once, use multiple times" principle raises a
critical question: if we are to report less, what
information is truly essential, and for what
purpose?
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This question exposes a core challenge:
'transparency’ itself is a vague and loosely
defined concept in EU policy. While policy
uses the term frequently, it is rarely defined,
inconsistent
actors.
that
transparency not as a goal in itself, but as a

allowing for interpretations

among different Crucially, our

research  shows stakeholders see
means to achieve specific outcomes such as
consumer empowerment, accountability, and
Without purposeful definitions of

transparency, it is difficult to align policy

trust.

actions with these goals.

In this context, developing clarity around the
meaning and purpose of transparency, and its
role in enhancing safety, nutrition and
sustainability in the food system, is an urgent
priority. If reporting is to be simplified, the

establishment of purposeful, context-specific

definitions of transparency is essential.
Without such a framework, simplified
reporting risks becoming an exercise in

vagueness, undermining policy goals. This
policy brief addresses this challenge directly,
drawing on research from the TITAN project
that,
transparency is not merely about disclosing

to argue ultimately, enhancing
information but about fostering trust and
accountability, and enabling informed
decisions that benefit all actors within the

food system and wider society.
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Reframing transparency:
A new approach for EU food policy

In efforts to develop transparency as a lever
for a more sustainable, safe, healthy and
nutritious food system, we recommend that
policymakers:
1. Establish
definitions of transparency. Policy must

clear and context-specific
define precisely what transparency entails
and the specific purpose or audience it serves
(e.g., consumer vs retailer; communication vs
regulation) to prevent ambiguity and align
actions with outcomes.

2. Adopt a

transparency initiatives. Policymakers should

systemic approach to
design transparency initiatives to benefit all
the food
producers to consumers and regulators—

actors across system—from
maximising benefits across multiple sectors
and addressing power imbalances.

3. Develop a common taxonomy to foster
interoperability. Policymakers should lead the
creation of a common taxonomy of terms to
inform standards for data collection and

sharing. This is crucial for consistent data flow

and interoperability between different parts
of the food
providers.

system and diverse data

4. Engage diverse stakeholders in dialogue
and collaboration. Policymakers must actively
engage all food system actors (from large
corporations to smallholder farmers and civil
society) in dialogue around transparency to
ensure that measures deliver societal benefits
and account for differential impacts.

5. Leverage digital technologies while
addressing their impacts. should
strategically lever digitisation to improve data
exchange, monitoring and communication,

Policy

but must recognise that technology is only a
tool. Its success depends on a clear focus on
building trust, empowering smaller actors,
and serving defined policy goals, not on the
technology itself.

6. Ensure Information is Accessible and
Meaningful. Transparency is not achieved by
simply releasing large volumes of data.
Information must be communicated in a clear,
relevant, and understandable format for its
intended audience—whether they are
regulators—to

and enable

consumers, businesses, or
prevent 'information fatigue'

genuinely informed decisions.
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Reframing transparency:

A new approach for EU food policy

Our research, combining a desk-based policy review with extensive stakeholder engagement,
reveals three core findings that necessitate this new policy approach.

« A vague concept with a purpose-driven goal Our policy review found that ‘transparency’
is a loosely defined concept in EU policy, creating a foundation of ambiguity. Building on
this, our stakeholder engagement revealed a critical disconnect: while policy often treats
transparency as an end-goal, actors within the food system view it as a means to achieve
specific outcomes, such as consumer empowerment, accountability and trust. As one
consumer NGO representative stressed, policymakers must recognise that in practice,
‘there is not a single transparency’.

« Digitisation: a powerful enabler with practical hurdles Both policy and stakeholders view
digitisation as a key mechanism for enhancing transparency. Recent EU policy frames
digital tools as ‘powerful and transformative’ for substantiating sustainability claims and
improving market efficiency. Stakeholders agree it is an essential enabler for improving
data exchange and empowering consumers. However, our research highlights significant
real-world hurdles, including high implementation costs, a lack of common standards,
and the risk of treating technology as a solution without addressing underlying social
factors like trust.

» Systemic obstacles requiring a systemic approach Participants identified significant
structural obstacles that prevent greater transparency. A major issue is the reluctance to
share data due to concerns about commercial confidentiality. A critical lack of
standardisation in data collection across sectors and governments compounds this issue,
while the fragmented, siloed nature of the food system and its governance hinders the
collaboration required for transparency.

These findings are grounded in a robust, multi-method research design, including a desk-based
policy review and in-depth engagement with over 70 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.
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The current shift in EU food policy towards simplified reporting creates both an opportunity
and a risk. As this brief has argued, seizing this opportunity requires moving beyond a vague,
one-size-fits-all approach to transparency. The key lies in developing purposeful, context-
specific definitions that clarify what transparency means for distinct goals such as food safety,
sustainability, and nutrition. Ultimately, this is not merely a technical exercise in data
management, but a crucial step in building a more resilient, trustworthy, and sustainable food
system for all.

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.

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 Christopher Bear and Ananya Mukherjee (Cardiff
University, UK) and Roberta Sonnino (Surrey 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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