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From transparency to implementation:

A step-by-step guide to food system
transparency

« Recent developments in policy related to food system transparency have been marked by a move
away from a systemic approach and towards the simplification of reporting requirements,

potentially undermining key goals for sustainability, health and food safety.

« We recommend that policymakers develop an adaptive, tiered approach to food system
transparency, with systems thinking as a cross-cutting foundation: (1) establish context-specific
definitions of transparency; (2) implement shared taxonomies and harmonised reporting channels;
and (3) enforce calibrated mandatory reporting requirements supplemented by voluntary
incentives. Moving between these tiers must be dynamic, calibrated to real-world operational

readiness rather than arbitrary deadlines.

e Our research finds that unclear communication and rapid changes in food system regulation are a
primary cause of uncertainty and regulatory pressure for SMEs and other food system actors. Rather
than reducing regulation, policy should implement clear and long-term definitions, reporting

requirements and regulations that consider the needs of the food system as a whole.

e Adopting the recommended approaches will chart a path towards a food system that is navigable
for its stakeholders, does not punish early adopters and forerunners, and that delivers on key goals
relating to our health and the safety and sustainability of our food. This approach will provide the
sorely needed stability of food system transparency definitions and regulations that stakeholders

can understand and rely on.
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The desire to make the sustainability, health
and safety aspects of food systems more
transparent has become a central feature of
This

initiatives s

food-related policy. expansion  of

transparency evident in
documents such as the EU’s Farm to Fork
Strategy, which recognised the need for
transparency across the entire food system.
However, recent initiatives — notably the
Vision for Agriculture and Food and the
Sustainability Omnibus Package (Directive
(EU) 2026/470) — have shifted EU policy from
systemic transformation towards market

administrative
the Budapest

Declaration’s 25% reporting reduction target.

competitiveness and

simplification under

While previous approaches to transparency
had an ambitious vision of systemic socio-
ecological transformation, increasingly, it is
becoming associated with streamlining
regulation and using digital infrastructures as
This
leaves us with the questions; are public policy

instruments of market governance.
goals being overlooked in favour of business
competition? And are the needs of all actors
across the food system accounted for?

With the Omnibus reforms raising Corporate
Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD)
thresholds and removing an estimated 80% of
companies from mandatory disclosure, and
the EU Deforestation Regulation (EUDR)
repeated delays,
regulatory burdens are systemically diluted.
Yet upstream SMEs remain vulnerable: large

facing implementation

corporate buyers frequently bypass statutory
value chain protections and the Voluntary
Standard (VS) by embedding bespoke
compliance demands directly into private
procurement contracts. This uncoordinated
data extraction places heavy compliance
friction on primary producers while rewarding
commercial laggards at the expense of early

adopters.
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Developed through stakeholder interviews
and policy refinement labs, our research
proposes an adaptive governance framework.
Rather than enforcing rigid, linear deadlines
that risk overburdening resource-constrained
actors, this policy
intervention into progressive, responsive tiers

framework organises

that align technical requirements with sector
readiness and public interest goals.

Tier 1. Establish clear and context-specific
definitions of transparency. Policy must
engage with diverse food system stakeholders
to define clearly the aims and principles of
transparency in terms of specific public policy
goals, such as food sustainability, health, and
safety. Practical Considerations: (1) Leverage
than
definitions in a vacuum, policymakers should
established  multidimensional
frameworks. (2) Mandate context-specific,

existing models, rather creating

draw on

purposeful definitions across DG AGRI, DG
SANTE and DG GROW files, codifying data
rights and public-interest aims into annual
Better Regulation REFIT evaluation cycles.

(3) Ground definition-building in a ‘do no
harm’ principle that protects vulnerable
stakeholders. (4) Apply a systems approach to
co-designing definitions.

Tier 2. Develop a common taxonomy and
harmonised reporting channels. Policy must
work with a diversity of stakeholders to
establish a common taxonomy of terms and
harmonised reporting channels, grounded in
domain-specific definitions and verified
public policy goals. Practical Considerations:
(1) Anchor taxonomies and data collection in
clear policy objectives. (2) For businesses
with less capacity, scale up from a core set of
minimal reporting requirements. (3) Data
collection for food safety must reflect the
minimal standard required to protect public
health. (4) Translate abstract taxonomies into
actionable, sector-specific guidance for daily
operations. (5) Fund rural digital connectivity,
skills and open-source tools by earmarking
resources from the European
Competitiveness Fund (ECF) and post-2027
and Regional

National
(NRPPs).

Partnership Plans
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Current Context

Tier 1: Establish clear and context-specific
definitions of transparency.

Practical Considerations:

EEEN
o*
o

1) Leverage existing models

Cross-Cutting:
Implement a

2) Mandate context-specific, purposeful definitions

systems approach 3) Ground definition-building in a ‘do no harm’ principle

to transparency. 4) A systems approach to co-designing definitions

As a holistic ideal, a :
systems approach is -

enabled by a common Tier 2: Develop a common taxonomy and

harmonised reporting channels.

taxonomy and
harmonised reporting
but should also inform
all the previous steps.

Practical Considerations:

1

EERRN] Anchor taxonomies in clear policy objectives

2]

Practical Scale up from minimal requirements

Considerations:

3

Protect food safety standards

o Fund collaboration 4

Translate abstract taxonomies into actionable guidance
and continuous

) 5) Invest in prerequisite digital and social infrastructure
education
[]
o " L]
0 Build collaboration -

from a ‘do no harm’

principle . Implement well-calibrated
Tier 3: mandatory reporting requirements
3] TPP'N{ a tafg":‘ed that put transparency into practice.
ess IS more

approach to

+*

engagement ML
Practical Considerations:

o Institutionalize 1) Address political friction and legislative bottlenecks
bidirectional . . ) ; <
2) Differential requirements across policy domains
feedback channels
3) Establishing binding baseline with voluntary leadership

A more transparent food system, that supports
sustainability, health and safety goals
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Tier 3. Implement well-calibrated mandatory
that put
Policy must

reporting requirements

transparency into practice.
prioritise mandatory reporting requirements
that are calibrated to company size and
clearly articulate the purpose of reporting.
Practical Considerations: (1) Address political
bottlenecks and avoid corporate lobbying that
delays mandatory rules. (2) Determine the
balance between mandatory and voluntary
measures by policy domain (maintaining non-
negotiable mandatory baselines for food
safety). (3) Establish mandatory baselines to
secure the common good — integrating ex-
ante verification models like the EU Register
of Nutrition and Health Claims (Regulation
(EC) No 1924/2006) to regulate green claims
— while using Unfair Trading Practices (UTP)
rules to prevent from

buyers shifting

reporting costs upstream.

Cross-cutting dimension. Institutionalise a
systems approach and multi-stakeholder
governance. As a holistic ideal, a systems
approach is enabled by a common taxonomy
and harmonised reporting but should also
inform and underpin all governance tiers.
Practical Considerations: (1) Use incentives to
fund collaboration and continuous education
(2) Build collaboration from a ‘do no harm’
principle. (3) Use a ‘less is more’ principle to
target which voices are included in decision-
making. (4) Institutionalise bidirectional
feedback channels that formalise the role of
civil society and other
monitoring partners.

organisations as

The material in this section is explained in
more detail in TITAN deliverable 7.4 along
with a description of the practical and
adaptive actions that provide a route to
implementation.
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Our research reveals three core findings that necessitate this change in policy approach:

« Conceptual Ambiguity. 'Transparency' is frequently positioned as an essential tool for
food system transformation in EU policy but is rarely defined explicitly in policy and
legislation. This leads to highly inconsistent interpretations and creates policy ambiguity.
Providing clear definitions of transparency and its aims is a necessary starting point for
building any relevant policy. As one interviewee said, ‘we cannot move without knowing
the aims, principles and framework [of transparency]’.

« Policy Fragmentation and Sectoral Silos. Despite the Farm to Fork Strategy's commitment
to a holistic 'systems approach', food governance remains fragmented. Regulatory
frameworks are divided across sectors, and European Commission Directorates-General
often operate independently rather than synergistically. Conflicting regulations across
national and regional jurisdictions complicate cross-border trade and technical
interoperability. Furthermore, recent policy shifts — most notably the Vision for
Agriculture and Food and the Digital and Sustainability Omnibus Directives — signal a
departure from systemic sustainability goals towards a narrow focus on competitiveness
and reduced reporting, risking setback in environmental and public health progress.

« Tension Between Mandatory and Voluntary Frameworks. Voluntary schemes such as
Nutri-Score or the Farm Sustainability Data Network are politically easier to implement but
often produce fragmented results, compliance fatigue and gap between corporate claims
and actual practices. Mandatory approaches are essential for establishing enforceable
standards. However, interviewees indicated that their implementation is frequently stalled
by political bottlenecks, corporate lobbying, and weak enforcement at Member State level.
Current policy also often fails to calibrate reporting demands to organisational capacity,
placing disproportionate burdens on SMEs and primary producers while relying too heavily
on voluntary reporting schemes.

These findings are grounded in a robust, multi-method research design, including a policy
review and interviews and focus groups with over 130 policy-related actors. Participants
included policymakers from European and national level, representatives from
intergovernmental and 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 recent changes in EU food policy have initiated a turn towards siloed thinking and a
streamlined approach to transparency that could impact efforts to achieve public policy goals.
However, the progressive, responsive tiers outlined in this brief, and the practical
considerations that enable these tiers, provide a route to a more transparent food system that
has long term regulatory stability and works for all actors.

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.

« Bear, C., Mukherjee, A. and Sonnino, R. 2025. Challenges for policymakers in enabling
transparency for sustainable, healthy and safe food systems. TITAN.

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

e 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 James Weldon, Patrik Dahl, 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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