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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

• The South African food system is a contributor to climate change and 

environmental degradation, as well as being vulnerable to them. Injustices and 

inequalities mean that signi�cant mitigation and adaptation interventions are 

needed to address sustainability and ensure a  just transition.

• Analysis of the beef sector provides a useful lens to better understand the 

dynamics of a just transition in the South African food system. Globally, the 

production of beef has the highest environmental footprint of all foods. Direct 

emissions from cattle were a source of 6.7% of South Africa’s emissions in 

2020. It is also one of the largest agricultural sub-sectors in economic terms, 

and employs a high number of people. 

• Per capita of beef available for consumption in South Africa is around 18kg 

per year, close to high-income countries. But there is high inequality: the 

richest 10% of the population spend more than 14 times as much per year on 

beef as the poorest 10%.

• There are estimated to be about 100,000 people employed on red meat farms, 

the bulk of them beef. There are many more jobs downstream in the system.

• The capacity of the households of workers employed on cattle farms to be 

resilient to climate change is profoundly undermined by their position in 

a low-waged, secondary, and segmented labour market, characterised by 

poor wages and working conditions, low bargaining power, and gender 

segmentation. 

• Ownership and production in the beef sector is becoming more concentrated, 

especially in large-scale feedlots. They exert a strong in�uence on upstream 

production conditions and potentially limit efforts at broad smallholder farmer 

inclusion.

• There are major gaps in data on the environmental and social aspects of 

beef production in South Africa, but there are limits to the extent to which 

technology and economic ef�ciency can address sustainability and equity 

issues without deeper power, economic, and ecological shifts.
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Analysis of the beef system shows that it is 

necessary to look beyond only growth of food 

system sub-sectors as the vector of a food system 

just transition, to pursuing, aligning, and balancing 

multiple objectives and criteria. A range of policy 

interventions are needed, which include:

• Adopt a holistic food systems approach that 

recognises the multiple interacting facets of the 

food system to guide it towards just transition 

outcomes;

• Develop democratic and inclusive processes that go 

beyond only participation to co-production;

• Adopt a transformative approach to adaptation 

that pursues resilience across the food system (not 

only agriculture) and that goes beyond technical 

interventions to social and economic interventions 

as well;

• Reform labour markets and working conditions 

through a gendered climate justice lens that 

focuses on addressing the nature of work, supply 

and demand factors, social reproduction, labour 

standards, and wage-setting mechanisms for a 

living wage;

• Ensure a gender just transition through policies that 

seek to address the burdens food system inequalities 

place on Black working class women and advance 

women’s various positions in the food system;

• Deepen and broaden knowledge for action 

to increase the evidence base for effective 

policy making and support the development of 

knowledge from multiple paradigms beyond 

techno-centric ones;

• Coordinate food system policy with wider measures 

to address inequality for social change and the 

right to food.

INTRODUCTION

PURPOSE AND METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this policy brief1 is to understand 

the key dynamics and complexities of just transition 

issues in South Africa’s food system and make some 

recommendations on how to address them. To do this 

we focus on the beef industry, using the approach 

of ‘system of provision’ (SoP) - the interconnected 

processes, structures, and power relations that govern 

the production, distribution, and consumption of beef. 

This allows for a comprehensive analysis of how different 

elements are connected, and how changes in one part of 

the system can impact the entire supply chain.

1.  This policy brief draws on research and an associated working paper, produced by the Institute for Economic Justice (IEJ) partnered 
with the East Cape Agricultural Research Project (ECARP) (Bennie et al. 2024). 

CONTEXT

The beef SoP comprises a substantial part of the food 

system and shares features with the wider system. Globally, 

it is the largest contributor to greenhouse gas emissions 

in the food system, in addition to having other high 

environmental impacts (Blaustein-Rejto 2023). Beef is an 

ecologically high-impact protein source, requiring large 

amounts of land, feed, and water to produce (Willett, 

W. et al. 2019). In South Africa, it is also the second most 

important source of animal protein in the diet.

Like the rest of the food system in South Africa, the 

beef SoP is also highly divided. There is capital-intensive, 

industrial-style production that is increasingly concentrated 

in large corporate-owned operations. Workers are 

indigent, receive low wages and work under poor 

conditions. Alongside this corporate system, there is an 

extensive grazing system, with an estimated 3 million 

communal and emerging farmers  owning 5-6 million head 

of cattle (DALRRD, 2021), on overcrowded communal land.

The just transition and sector development plans have 

so far focused on growth, improving productivity, and 

reducing ecological impacts through more technology, with 

a more limited turn to regenerative production approaches. 

These insuf�ciently address the inequalities in the beef 

system of supply and its environmental dimensions.

JUST TRANSITION

The concept of a just transition was �rst developed 

by the trade union movement to foreground the 

importance of addressing social issues, including worker’s 

rights and livelihoods, when industries move to being 

environmentally sustainable (IEJ 2022).

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

has de�ned the just transition as: 

A set of principles, processes and practices 

that aim to ensure that no people, workers, 

places, sectors, countries or regions are left 

behind in the transition from a high carbon 

to a low carbon economy. It stresses the need 

for targeted and proactive measures from 

governments, agencies, and authorities to 

ensure that any negative social, environmental 

or economic impacts of economywide transitions 

are minimised, whilst bene�ts are maximised for 

those disproportionally affected (IPCC 2022).

The principles of just transition include, amongst other 

things, “social dialogue and democratic consultation”, 

addressing gender inequalities, and redressing past 

injustices. 
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In South Africa a just transition will have to manage 

the tensions involved in addressing the multiple 

socio-economic crises the country faces (not least, 

unemployment, poverty and inequality), and historical 

injustices (such as land dispossession), while addressing 

climate change and establishing an environmentally 

sustainable path (GCIS 2014). A just transition in the 

food system will also need to examine the quality of 

jobs and employment, addressing the dysfunctionalities 

in agrarian labour markets, including the structural 

conditions and ideological underpinnings that shape 

persistent low wages. 

Most discussions on the just transition have focused 

on reducing emissions in the energy sector and heavy 

industries, and less on adapting to inevitable climate 

change impacts, with little attention so far to the food 

system. However, because food systems globally are 

responsible for one third of greenhouse gas emissions, 

are the leading driver of the biodiversity crisis, and are 

deeply vulnerable to climate change impacts, there is 

an increasing turn towards exploring the food system 

shifts needed for a just transition. To protect food 

supplies, such a transition needs to give at least as much 

attention to adaptation as to mitigation of emissions. 

While addressing environmental sustainability and 

workers’ rights, it must also take into account the 

speci�c vulnerability of agricultural and other low-

waged workers along the value chain, the situation of 

marginalised smallholder farmers, and the right to food 

and nutrition.

REPORT STRUCTURE

This policy brief starts by brie�y reviewing the South 

Africa food system. Then we analyse the beef sector in 

more detail, before looking at the limits of the current 

industry approach to climate change. We then outline 

the minimum objectives of a future food system, and 

conclude with policy recommendations. 

THE SOUTH AFRICAN 

FOOD SYSTEM
The food system is a contributor to climate change and 

environmental degradation, as well as being vulnerable 

to them. Signi�cant mitigation and adaptation 

interventions are needed to address sustainability 

problems, so that the system can provide the food 

needed by the country into the future. 

Already the system is not delivering the basics of food 

2.  Section 27(1)(b) of The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa af�rms that “Everyone has the right to have access to—… 
suf�cient food”.

and nutrition security for all. The latest �gures, from a 

national survey conducted in 2023, show that 64% of the 

population are experiencing some level of food insecurity, 

and 29% of children under �ve are stunted, while 68% 

of women and 38% of men are overweight or obese 

(HSRC 2024), and 61% of children and 31% of women 

are anaemic (FAO 2022). Farm workers, due to their poor 

position in the labour market, low bargaining power, 

and low wages, are overrepresented among those who 

are food insecure and unable to afford a healthy diet 

(Devereux et al. 2019).

These �gures show us that far too many people in South 

Africa do not know where their next meal is coming 

from; there is underconsumption of important nutrients, 

and there are vast inequalities in consumption patterns. 

Far too many children will never reach their full potential 

because they did not get adequate nutrition in the �rst 

years of their lives. Others are suffering from preventable 

diseases from consuming unhealthy foods, as a result 

both of marketing that encourages bad food choices and 

the unaffordability of healthy foods for the majority. 

Rather than making progress towards ensuring 

sustainability and the right to food for all, as contained in 

the Constitution,2 South Africa is on the wrong food path. 

THE BEEF SECTOR IN 

SOUTH AFRICA

INEQUALITY IN CONSUMPTION

Beef is an important component of South African diets 

and culture. It is the second most consumed animal 

protein after chicken. The per person beef available 

for consumption of 18kg per annum is close to the 

21kg average of high-income countries (DALRRD 2022; 

Our World in Data, n.d.). But there is a high level of 

inequality: the richest 10% of the population spend more 

than 14 times as much per year on beef as the poorest 

10%. The poorest 50% of the population are responsible 

for around only 23% of spending on beef (StatsSA 2017). 

PRODUCTION

South Africa’s beef production doubled between 

2000 and 2020, despite the herd size reducing by 9%. 

Technological changes in feed, medication, and genetics 

propelled higher productivity. A higher percentage of the 

herd is now being slaughtered each year, and each cow is 

yielding on average 44% more meat (DALRRD 2022). 
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Of the two systems that constitute the SoP, the capital-

intensive, industrialised, commodity beef production 

system is still based around mostly white-owned large-

scale farms linked to feedlots (concentrated feeding 

operations where animals are grown at a fast rate for 

slaughter). The scale of production continually increases, 

and types of cattle become increasingly homogenised to 

suit this production system. 

The cattle production system is largely Black-owned and 

multi-functional. It takes place mostly on communal land, 

in overcrowded former homeland areas, on commonage, 

and on some land reform farms outside of communal 

areas. It has lower productivity in terms of beef output 

per unit, but it is integrated into diversi�ed livelihood 

strategies and plays an important role in local cultures 

(Vetter 2013; Cousins 1996). The main overlap of these 

SoPs is the sourcing of cattle from communal areas for 

feedlots and abattoirs.

Overall, 162,116 people were estimated to be employed 

in commercial livestock production in 2017, and 185,863 

others in mixed farming (crops and livestock) (StatsSA 

2020). There are estimated to be about 100,000 employed 

on red meat farms, the bulk of them beef (IB2, interview, 

2022). There are many more jobs downstream in the SoP, 

and these jobs tend to be better renumerated. These 

workers are in a better negotiating position than those 

on farms.      

Our research �nds that the capacity of the households 

of workers employed on cattle farms to be resilient 

to climate change is profoundly undermined by their 

position in a low-waged, secondary, and segmented 

labour market. This is characterised by poor wages and 

working conditions, and a lack of skills development, job 

upgrading, union density and bargaining power, and 

sub-standard conditions of social reproduction (such as 

housing, health care, and nutritional food access).      

These workers are in particularly weak negotiating 

positions due to their dependence on the farm owner 

not only for wages but also for housing and transport to 

purchase food, given the geographic isolation of farms. 

Most livestock and cattle workers undertake a wide range 

of tasks, involving skills that are often unrecognised, 

and heavy demands in unpleasant working conditions. 

Rising heat, and production changes linked to climate 

change, could lead to job losses and an intensi�cation of 

strenuous work (Bennie et al. 2024). 

Cattle farms prioritise male workers, and where women 

are employed they are in more precarious and temporary 

positions than their male counterparts. A 2022 study of 

livestock farms in the Eastern Cape found that seasonal 

women workers earned R2,438 on average, while 

3.  Although there is signi�cant variation in ef�ciencies, with the most advanced intensive feeding operations achieving higher 
ef�ciencies.

permanent male workers were paid R4,229 (ECARP 2022). 

Studies in other parts of the agricultural sector have 

found workers often being paid below the minimum 

wage (Devereux 2020). It has been calculated that a 

family of two adult farm workers getting paid the 

minimum wage, with two children, is not able to afford 

a healthy diet for that family (Ledger 2016). Low wages 

have a variety of causes, including: an ideology that 

undervalues farm workers, the weak negotiating position 

of workers, and the pressures on farmers, from large 

upstream actors in the value chain, to contain labour and 

other costs (Bennie et al. 2024). 

CONCENTRATION AND GOVERNANCE

Ownership and production in the beef sector is becoming 

more concentrated, especially in large-scale feedlots. 

These feedlots play a major role in shaping the upstream 

conditions of production. Between 2015 and 2020, the 

10 largest feedlots increased their share of all beef 

produced from 51% to 69% (Competition Commission, 

2019), while in 2020 the top ten abattoirs accounted for 

48% of all beef revenue. The largest feedlots have also 

vertically integrated into feed-milling, abattoirs, and 

meat processing operations (Hodge et al. 2021; IDC 2018). 

Meanwhile, in the decade up to 2021, the overall number 

of commercial cattle farmers decreased by 56% (Hodge et 

al. 2021). This is partly a response to pressures on margins 

due to high input costs and relatively stagnant market 

prices. It also links to the role of supermarkets: beef is in 

their top �ve food items sold, and they play an important 

role in shaping the market outlets (Competition 

Commission 2019).

Economic concentration is related to governance. 

Economic power closely connects with policy direction, 

through the decisive role that industry associations play 

in regulating and governing the sector (Bennie et al. 

2024).  This signi�cantly shapes the direction of climate 

mitigation and adaptation measures that are critical to 

future sustainability in the just food system transition.

ENVIRONMENT

International studies have found that beef production 

has far higher greenhouse gas emissions per kilogram 

of protein produced than plant-based protein or other 

animal protein sources, such as poultry (Ritchie 2020). It 

has a poor conversion rate of feed to food: 25kg of feed 

per kilogram of meat, compared to 3.3kg for chicken and 

6.4kg for pork3 (Ritchie et al. 2017). 

In 2020, cattle contributed direct emissions of 6.7% of 

South Africa’s greenhouse gases, and 70% of methane 
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from agriculture (DFFE 2022; Tongwane and Moeletsi 

2021). Supporters of intensive farming and feedlot 

production systems point to their relative ef�ciencies 

in terms of emissions. For example, the direct methane 

emissions in extensive grazing systems are higher per unit 

of beef produced than those in intensive systems. This, 

however, ignores a variety of factors, including:

• the carbon emissions from feed production, processing, 

and distribution; 

• the widely documented animal welfare and 

environmental problems associated with intensive 

feedlot operations (Hayek and Miller 2021); 

• the contributions of extensively grazed cattle to local 

eco-systems and their multiple material and cultural 

uses; and

• the high level of carbon inequality in South Africa: 

the richest 10% of the population by income are 

responsible for 27.8 tonnes of CO2 equivalent emissions 

per person, compared to 3.5 tonnes per person for 

the poorest 50%, which includes the majority of those 

involved in extensive cattle grazing (World Inequality 

Database 2023).

Crucially, the ability of the intensive approach to 

thoroughly and holistically transition to an ecologically 

regenerative practice is not proven. 

DOMINANT INDUSTRY 

RESPONSE LIMITATIONS
The main responses to these environmental, social, 

and economic problems in the beef sector are framed 

by a market-led growth approach. A just transition 

is understood as continued growth of the sector, to 

protect and create jobs and contribute to food security, 

while economic ef�ciencies and technology will ensure 

environmental sustainability (SAFA 2022).  More 

commercial farmers are also turning to regenerative 

grazing practices, which seek to improve grassland 

health, and soil fertility and sequestration capacity. Most 

cattle raised in these systems nonetheless progress to 

feedlots.

The main method of addressing questions of social justice 

is seen to be the inclusion of more Black smallholder and 

emerging farmers in commercial value chains, as suppliers 

of weaners to feedlots. Increased meat output to service 

export markets is the mantra (Van der Burgh et al. 2022). 

The key limits to this approach in terms of the just 

transition can be summarised as follows:

• ENVIRONMENTAL: Because of its more intense and 

shorter-lived global warming impact, South Africa 

also has a global responsibility to more signi�cantly 

lower methane emissions to meet the 1.5oC Paris 

Agreement target. Despite some production ef�ciency 

improvements in commercial beef production, there is 

no evidence that they are suf�cient to prevent rising 

emissions, driven by increased production, let alone 

signi�cantly reduce them. Increased feedlot beef 

production requires increased maize production for 

grain feed. This increases pressure on land, natural 

resources, and emissions. Increased demand is also likely 

to increase the price of maize, currently a staple food 

of the poor, especially if climate changes simultaneously 

undermine maize production, as predicted (Cloete 

2023).  The approach also leaves unaddressed more 

holistic ecological concerns around intensive feedlot 

production, including animal welfare, water and air 

pollution, and human health. 

• DECENT WORK AND LABOUR CONDITIONS: the red 

meat industry’s growth strategy assumes it will create 

jobs but does not deal with the existing inequalities, 

indignities, and deprivations experienced by beef farm 

workers. If more jobs were to be created, they would 

likely still exhibit decent work de�cits. Commercial beef 

farmers operate in constrained economic circumstances. 

In addition, commercial bank lenders exert pressure to 

ensure low emissions. All this leads to pressure on farm 

worker conditions, wages, and lives.

• MATERIAL AND POWER INEQUALITIES: the increasing 

concentration, scale, and buyer power could make 

it harder for emerging and smaller-scale farmers to 

supply beef into the commercial feedlots, and harder 

still to do so on bene�cial terms (Tongwane and 

Moeletsi, 2020). Increased growth through exports will 

bring new opportunities for the largest producers and 

investors, and could bene�t some Black smallholder 

and ‘emerging’ farmers. But this will only exacerbate 

inequality between those farmers who bene�t and 

those who don’t. It will favour the relatively wealthy, 

predominately male, farmers at the expense of 

smaller-scale and women farmers and other land and 

water uses (Tekwa and Adesina 2023). And increased 

purchasing from Black farmers on communal land, in 

the absence of far-reaching land and social reforms, 

will put additional pressure on overused land. So far, 

evidence suggests that market-integration approaches 

have not been able to bene�cially incorporate a wide 

base of smallholder and medium-sized Black farmers 

(Gwiriri et al. 2021). 

• FOOD SECURITY: the potential impacts of the growth 

model on food security have not been adequately 

considered. Without addressing poverty and low 

incomes, increased industrial beef output will not 

assist in achieving food security. In fact, with South 

African beef prices currently around 30% lower 

than international norms (Plaas TV / Farm TV 2023), 

improved access for beef sellers to international 

markets could create upward pressure on local prices, 

with detrimental outcomes for food security. 

• EVIDENCE AND KNOWLEDGE PARADIGMS: the 

development and implementation of effective 
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transition measures are hampered by insuf�cient 

independent research and evidence. Much of the 

existing research on the beef industry is informed 

and funded by a pro-industry and techno-scienti�c 

paradigm (see RMRDT 2024). There is a lack of 

holistic studies examining the environmental impacts, 

vulnerabilities and contributions of various beef and 

cattle production systems in South Africa, to more 

effectively inform just transition policy making. This 

includes the need to generate knowledge from 

multiple paradigms, rather than the current dominance 

of technocentric research and evidence.  There is a 

need to better understand the multiple socio-ecological 

dynamics of extensive and communal grazing systems 

and the range of bene�ts they bring to diverse and 

complex livelihood strategies of people in poverty, and 

the implications of this for an equity-informed policy 

perspective.

The dominant approach therefore does not demonstrate 

that it will effectively limit greenhouse gas emissions 

or address wider environmental problems and 

food insecurities. It also fails to address the wider 

transformation of structures of power that is needed, and 

the resulting sub-standard conditions of farm workers 

and poorer farmers. 

FUTURE FOOD SYSTEM
Seeking other paths requires some letting go of (or 

overcoming) the entrenched interests of a few, in favour 

of the wider interests of all. Examination of the beef 

sector shows that there is a need to move beyond a 

growth and technology approach to addressing deeper 

social and power relations, inequalities, and injustices 

more directly. But there are complexities and trade-offs 

in achieving the deeper social and ecological shifts for a 

just transition. These have to be engaged and deliberated 

democratically. 

This also means that it is necessary to look beyond 

only growth of food system sub-sectors as the vector 

of change, to pursuing, aligning, and balancing 

multiple objectives and criteria. This includes ecological 

regeneration and climate resilience, decent work 

and equitable livelihoods, and the right to food and 

improved nutrition. This requires a planned approach, 

and therefore a central role for public policy aligned with 

grassroots needs (rather than the driving role being for 

private governance), that seeks to shift the economics of 

the food system, and pursue equity, redistribution, and 

more transformational and widescale inclusion. 

This pursuit of a just transition in the food system will 

require a process that evolves along the way, but in the 

�nal section we make recommendations that will assist in 

initiating this policy and practical direction. 

POLICY 

RECOMMENDATIONS
To shift the food system towards a just transition, key 

policy interventions are essential.

1. ADOPT A HOLISTIC FOOD 

SYSTEMS APPROACH

A food systems approach recognises that it is the value 

chain of actors and actions that shapes the actual nature 

and outcomes of a food system, including its form of 

governance, environmental and socio-economic context, 

inequalities, and power relations (HLPE. 2017). The 

connections between these elements must be clearly and 

coherently articulated, through appropriate evidence-

based research and co-production, to strengthen an 

alternative, progressive narrative. 

2. DEVELOP DEMOCRATIC AND 

INCLUSIVE PROCESSES

Special effort should be made to include a wider set 

of actors in dialogue about, and active formulation 

of policy. Alternative, progressive paradigms for the 

just food transition will be founded on overcoming 

competing interests. Such dialogue at all levels is 

needed to involve stakeholders in elaborating just 

transition challenges and solutions, including how to 

manage unintended consequences. This should include 

local, national, regional, and international institutions 

and agencies (workers, unions, business, academics, 

researchers, and state entities). 

To ensure accuracy and comprehensiveness, in 

understanding the issues to address and navigate in 

pursuing a just transition agenda, requires moving 

beyond only of�cial participation processes, to those of 

co-production. This is a deeply collaborative approach 

to problem-solving, where plans are designed and 

implemented in close collaboration with local-level 

actors. This will better enable the effectiveness, success, 

and broader political legitimacy needed to navigate 

trade-offs and deeper social and ecological changes 

(Ledger, forthcoming). Civil society, including the labour 

movement, have a critical role to play in advocating 

for and creating spaces for co-production which link 

experience and action to policy. 

3. TRANSFORM ADAPTATION

Consistent with a food systems approach, it is critical 

that policy in South Africa deepens and extends its 

policy emphasis on adaptation in at least two senses. 

First, the focus of adaptation should go beyond farming, 
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to ensure that activities across the food system are 

resilient, sustainable, and just. This means, for example, 

connecting efforts to protect food production with 

systemic policy interventions to improve access to 

nutritious food. Second, ensuring that agriculture is 

adapted to climate change is an important technical 

matter (involving such issues as types of crops to grow, 

farming techniques, water management, and soil 

health). But the policy approach to adaptation has 

to extend to the deeper social and economic changes 

needed to create the conditions for the human actors in 

the food system to be resilient. 

Furthermore, the focus on adaptation should be 

coordinated with mitigation. Currently policy does 

not set emissions targets for agriculture (let alone the 

broader food system), on the assumption that existing 

interventions will reduce emissions (DFFE 2024). But 

as seen in the beef sector, the possibility for emissions 

growth due to continued economic growth of food 

system sub-sectors, and the speci�city of needing to 

reduce methane emissions for the global 1.5oC target, 

mean that targeting limits for emissions, in balance with 

wider ecological, production, and dietary needs, remains 

a need.

4. REFORM LABOUR MARKETS AND 

WORKING CONDITIONS

Many farm workers are food insecure. Action is required 

to enforce a higher minimum wage, along with 

strategies to improve labour relations, build workers’ 

bargaining power, and improve employment and living 

conditions. This will have to be done in a way that 

creates a diverse set of ecologically regenerative levels 

and practices of production that offer good quality jobs 

and employment conditions. 

A focus on the nature of employment, both in 

mitigation and adaptation measures, is required to 

shed light on recon�gured labour markets. Through a 

gendered climate justice lens, this focus should include 

the nature of work, the type of skills required, supply 

and demand factors, social reproduction of labour, 

production processes, labour standards, and wage-

setting mechanisms for a living wage.

5. ENSURE A GENDER-JUST TRANSITION

In light of societal gender inequality, the gender-

segmented nature of many agricultural labour markets, 

and the burden that food system inequalities place on 

Black working class women, a gender justice and feminist 

approach to food system policy-making is critical for 

a just transition. Policies and practices are needed to 

advance women’s positions as workers, farmers, owners, 

and decision makers in all parts of the food system.

6. DEEPEN AND BROADEN 

KNOWLEDGE FOR ACTION

The gaps in primary data revealed by our research point 

to two important policy needs for a food system just 

transition: 

a. Comprehensive data and evidence are critical 

to inform appropriate, nuanced, and multiple 

interventions, to work towards an ecologically 

regenerative food system. 

b. Independent research, approaching sustainability, 

justice and food security from alternative paradigms 

and sources, is necessary to strengthen the collective 

endeavour for a just transition and social dialogue. 

This will require resources for state institutions like the 

Agricultural Research Council, as well as universities, 

civil society, and farmers, to broaden and strengthen 

holistic ways of converging ecology, rights and justice, 

and equity for a just transition.  Important areas where 

knowledge needs to be deepened to inform solutions are 

the tensions inherent in apparently competing objectives. 

Some important examples for further research are:

• Regulations to ensure net zero emissions and to stop 

the externalisation of environmental costs in the food 

system from farming to retailing; these need to be 

reconciled with the economic viability of farming and 

food enterprises. 

• Ways to address the tension between needing to 

cover the costs of shifting to ecologically regenerative 

production and decent work and keeping beef and 

other foods accessible for consumers. 

• Options for an economically viable and ecologically 

sound small-scale farm model that could accommodate 

a larger number of farmers. 

• A wide, multi-actor, socio-ecological assessment of the 

food system and key sub-sectors, to �ll the major gaps 

in evidence, thereby informing just transition policy. This 

should include the full ecological impacts of existing 

production and consumption patterns, the emissions 

impacts of the focus on growing exports (such as in the 

beef/red meat sector), and the nutritional consequences. 

This should also aim at understanding the types and 

levels of production that can be considered regenerative 

and climate resilient, and the viable ecological 

alternatives through which to achieve this. 

7. ADDRESS INEQUALITY FOR SOCIAL 

CHANGE AND THE RIGHT TO FOOD

The layers of inequalities evident in the beef SoP point 

to the need for policy that advances a shift towards more 

equity in the food system. This includes the centrality of 

redistributive approaches, such as in land, agricultural 

support, and funding. But wider social change is also 

necessary to support a just transition in the food system. 
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Food policy interventions, for both sustainability and 

justice, therefore need to be coordinated with policy in 

other areas, such as:

• Social protection and grants, to ensure all can access 

healthy diets.

• Land reforms on private and communal land to expand 

the commons, and Black and small-scale farmers’ access 

to land and water.

• Improved infrastructure and services for communal 

areas, including to support production (e.g. roads, 

cattle dips, abattoirs, veterinary services) and 

reproduction (e.g. health care, education) to reduce the 

burden of reproduction carried by women.
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