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Abstract
Background: There is increasing recognition of the role governments play in addressing the health and environmental 
sustainability challenges within current food systems. This study seeks to understand food system policies designed 
and/or implemented by selected national and local governments in Africa, and the barriers and facilitators faced when 
designing or implementing policies to create healthy and environmentally sustainable food systems.
Methods: From an evidence-based list of proposed policies with double- or triple-duty potential to achieve healthy 
and environmentally sustainable food systems, a policy mapping was performed in five African countries (Benin, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Senegal, Togo, and Uganda) and one city in each of these countries (Ouidah, Bouaké, Saint-Louis, Sokodé, and 
Mbale). Semi-structured interviews were then conducted with policy stakeholders. The interview data were analysed in 
NVivo 14 using the thematic framework analysis approach, informed by the Health Policy Triangle (HPT).
Results: The mapping showed that African countries have designed and implemented policies that simultaneously address 
food insecurity and climate change, mainly through food production policies. Within food environments, countries are 
focussing on interventions to prevent obesity, mainly food provision or food pricing policies. However, many policy 
gaps remain. Several technical and political barriers were commonly experienced when designing and implementing 
food system policies, regardless of the jurisdiction, context or region, such as insufficient financial resources, lack of 
political will, limited data, and inadequate monitoring and enforcement mechanisms. The major facilitators perceived 
were supportive public opinion and awareness, international agreements, sound agenda-setting, multi-sector and multi-
stakeholder consultations and partnerships, availability of both financial resources and data, and solid political will. 
Conclusion: This article gives an overview of policies designed and implemented to achieve sustainable food systems, 
highlighting a strong focus through agriculture on undernutrition and climate change objectives. It also identifies their 
potential legislative, financial, and practical barriers and facilitators.  
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Introduction
It is well established that the current state of food systems 
is unsustainable from a human and planetary health 
perspective.1-3 Around the world, food systems are facing 
a triple challenge associated with the Global Syndemic of 
undernutrition, obesity and climate change.4 In 2020, 9.3% 
of the world’s population was affected by hunger,5 while 14% 
of the population suffered from obesity.6 In that same year, 
global greenhouse gas emissions amounted to more than 47 
billion metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent,7 contributing 
to climate change and environmental degradation. These 
three global pandemics affect most people in every country 

and region worldwide.4 The current functioning of food 
systems has been identified as the core factor behind these 
global, interconnected pandemics.2 Generally, policies tend to 
have a singular focus on specific elements and outcomes of 
the food system (eg, greenhouse gas emissions, food security, 
obesity rates) instead of having a broader, more holistic 
approach to improve simultaneously human and planetary 
health.8,9 Therefore, an urgent food system transformation is 
needed, with double and triple-duty actions towards healthy 
and sustainable food systems that guarantee food security 
and adequate healthy nutrition for all, in an environmentally 
sustainable way. There is increasing recognition of the 
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important role that national and local governments can play in 
food system transformation,10 and in approaches and levers for 
change involving governments to deliver effective actions.11 A 
previously conducted scoping review showed that sustainable 
agriculture practices and school food programmes represent 
successful examples of policies that may simultaneously 
improve population nutrition and planetary health.12 In 
addition, some food labelling, reformulation, in-store nudging 
interventions and fiscal measures implemented worldwide 
have improved undernutrition and obesity.12 However, several 
research gaps exist in the effectiveness of policy interventions 
to tackle the Global Syndemic (ie, showing significant 
beneficial effects) across ten prior identified food system 
areas: (1) food production, (2) food processing, packaging 
and distribution, (3) food loss and waste, (4) food trade, (5) 
food composition, (6) food labelling, (7) food promotion, (8) 
food provision, (9) food retail, and (10) food prices.12

While other regions of the Global South face urban 
transitions, Africa’s demographic shift raises important 
challenges to ensure that food systems guarantee optimal 
development and health outcomes for the population. Whilst 
the continent faces a growing problem of rising obesity 
trends,13 according to the latest data from 2023, Sub-Saharan 
Africa (SSA) faces a food crisis of unparalleled proportions 
caused by the effects of the war in Ukraine, the effects of 
climate change and the economic and social after-effects of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.14 Over the last years, the rates of 
food insecurity and undernutrition worsened, with nearly 
282 million people in Africa undernourished in 2022, and 
an estimated 140 million people in the continent faced acute 
food insecurity.15 

However, African governments have committed to 
international pledges, such as the Malabo target of ending 
hunger and all forms of malnutrition by 2025, or the food 
security and nutrition targets of the Sustainable Development 
Goal 2 (SDG2) on Zero Hunger for 2030,16 that are supporting 
governments to work on solutions towards sustainable food 
systems. Yet, the most recent United Nations’ SDGs Report 
2024 highlights that current progress falls far short of what 
is required to meet the SDGs by 2030.17 While recent studies 

show the progress made by governments in SSA towards 
improving populations’ health,18,19 little evidence is known 
about all the policy actions undertaken towards healthy and 
environmentally sustainable food systems. 

To address this gap, the aims of this study are: (1) to 
explore which policies toward healthy and environmentally 
sustainable food systems have been designed and/or 
implemented in selected national and local governments in 
SSA (Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Senegal, Togo, and Uganda), and 
(2) to identify the barriers and facilitators faced by relevant 
policy stakeholders during the design or implementation of 
policies to create healthy and environmentally sustainable 
food systems.

Methods
Written informed consent was gathered from all stakeholders 
participating in the semi-structured interviews. 

Identification of Policies 
Policies with double- or triple-duty action were previously 
identified through a compilation of international policy 
recommendations, a scoping review,12 and international 
expert consultations.20 Policies were considered to have 
double- or triple-duty action if they were deemed effective (ie, 
showed significant beneficial effects) in tackling two or three 
of the following outcomes: (a) undernutrition, (b) obesity/
non-communicable diseases (NCDs), and (c) climate change. 
Their full definition is available in Supplementary file 1.

Based on these steps, a list of 44 proposed policies to 
create healthy and environmentally sustainable food systems 
was generated, establishing the basis for a Food System 
Policy Index including policies with double- and triple-duty 
potential to evaluate government actions.20 The key elements 
of the process followed to create the proposed policies are 
depicted in Figure 1.

The Policy Index was divided into two main policy 
domains: “food supply chains” and “food environments,”20 
which in turn were divided into a total of 10 subdomains: 
(1) food production, (2) food storage, processing, packaging 
and distribution, (3) food loss and waste, (4) food trade, (5) 

Implications for policy makers
• This article provides an overview of policies designed and implemented in selected African countries towards achieving healthier, more 

environmentally sustainable food systems.
• Some best practice policy examples are highlighted.
• It also identifies their potential legislative, financial, and practical barriers and facilitators perceived by different policy stakeholder groups 

towards the development and implementation of food system policies. 

Implications for the public
This study provides an overview of the policy landscape of food systems in some selected African countries and cities, showing that governments are 
advancing towards policies that simultaneously address food insecurity and climate change, mainly through agriculture. Countries are also designing 
and implementing some policies to prevent obesity, mainly related to increasing the accessibility and availability of food. However, many policy gaps 
remain. Our results also highlight technical and political barriers that can be experienced when designing and implementing food system policies. 
For instance, insufficient financial resources, lack of political will, limited data, and inadequate monitoring and enforcement mechanisms. On the 
other hand, the major facilitators were: supportive public opinion and awareness, international agreements, sound agenda-setting, multi-sector and 
multi-stakeholder consultations and partnerships, availability of both financial resources and data, and solid political will. 

Key Messages 
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food composition, (6) food labelling, (7) food promotion, (8) 
food provision, (9) food retail, and (10) food prices. Their 
definition is available in Supplementary file 1.

Selection of Countries and Cities
The countries involved in this study were part of the 
INFORMAS 2.0 project,21 which included project partners 
from East and West Africa with available resources to research 
food systems. Each country team chose one city based on 
either the prevalence of malnutrition in the city/region or 
relevant agroeconomic activities (eg, agriculture, fisheries, 
strategic geographic location for trade) of the specific city/
region when compared to other cities/regions within the 
respective countries. The exploratory policy mapping and 
the interviews with policy stakeholders covered five countries 
(Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Senegal, Togo, and Uganda) and a city 
within each country (Ouidah, Bouaké, Saint-Louis, Sokodé, 
and Mbale) (Figure 2). 

In the period of the data collection (2022-2023), the political 

direction and the political parties in power of the countries 
analysed were as follows:
•	 Benin: Left-wing (Progressive Union)
•	 Côte d’Ivoire: Right-wing/liberal (Rally of the 

Republicans)
•	 Senegal: Left-wing (African Patriots of Senegal for 

Work, Ethics and Fraternity)
•	 Togo: Right-wing (Union for the Republic)
•	 Uganda: Right-wing (National Resistance Movement)
Between 2020 and 2022, the prevalence of 

the undernourished population was 10% in Benin, 7.7% in 
Côte d’Ivoire, 5.7% in Senegal, 17.4% in Togo and 31.6% in 
Uganda.22 Based on data from the World Bank,23 the domestic 
sectors of agriculture, forestry and fishing contributed more 
than 25% to Benin’s gross domestic product (GDP) of Benin, 
more than 14% to Côte d’Ivoire’s GDP, more than 16% to 
Senegal’s GDP of Senegal, 18% to Togo’s GDP and almost 24% 
to Uganda’s GDP in 2023.

Data Collection and Analysis
Policy Mapping
The policy mapping builds on a systematic approach using 
the policy domains and subdomains proposed by the Food 
Systems Policy Index.20 Its scope was to identify food system 
policies designed and/or implemented by governments across 
the countries and cities selected. A broad view of policy 
was taken, including all government policies, interventions, 
plans, strategies and activities, designed or partly or fully 
implemented. Evidence of policy implementation took into 
consideration documents describing initiatives within all the 
steps of the policy cycle: agenda-setting, policy formulation 
and development, policy adoption, policy implementation 
and policy monitoring/evaluation. The focus was on policies 
in place during the policy mapping exercise (September 
2022-December 2023).

To capture specific contexts, each country team (composed 
of three members per team) was in charge of conducting 
a desk review of relevant policy documents, mainly grey 
literature, including national and local policy documents, 
plans, strategies, guidelines and legislation, both in paper or 
virtual form, and any other related reports by national and 
local governments or by non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) related to the 44 proposed policies. Supplementary 

Figure 1. Key Elements of the Full Research Project and the Parts Related to This Study. Source: Author’s depiction.

Figure 2. African Countries and Cities Included in This Study. Source: Author’s 
depiction adapted from the base map available at d-maps.com.

https://d-maps.com/
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file 1 contains additional information on the country teams 
(AD, KKP, OMM, SKA, RRAY, BA, MMG, LL, PN, JSM, 
CM, CKN, RS, CS, PMDDS, and TS). The documents were 
searched online on the official websites of the respective 
governments, and through official requests to the national 
and local ministries. A scope document containing definitions 
and aspects to be included or excluded for each policy guided 
the completion of the template. Box 1 outlines the template 
that guided the data collection to be completed by the 
researchers of each country team for the policy mapping, per 
policy document. 

The data sources analysed included national and local-level 
strategy documents (from each selected city), corresponding 
action plans (such as national food and nutrition security 
plans, national policies for the prevention of diet-related 
NCDs, and national plans to reduce climate change and/
or biodiversity loss), single policies, actions or guidelines 
and national funding mechanisms and grants for projects 
related to the implementation of these policies. All retrieved 
documents were analysed to describe all the food system 

Title of Proposed Policy
[Proposed policy]
What is the context for this policy in your country?
(Please explain anything related to this policy that does not count 
as evidence but is still relevant to know)
Is this policy applicable to your country? Yes/No
If “No,” please specify the reason:
[If this policy is not applicable, leave the information below blank 
and move to the next one]
Level of jurisdiction: Local/Regional/National/Shared 
jurisdiction/Other
If “Shared jurisdiction” or “Other,” please specify: ___________
Evidence of policy implementation
Type of policy: legislation/strategy/plan/guideline/intention/
funding/other: 
(Please specify:_________)
Has it been approved/implemented? Yes (date:____)/No
Name of policy: 
Aim(s):
Summary of the policy:
(Please describe in 1 paragraph how the policy covers the 
information from the proposed policy)
Inequalities/vulnerable groups:
(Please explain if the evidence takes into account nutrition-related 
inequalities or vulnerable groups)
Gender inequalities/women’s empowerment:
(Please explain if the evidence takes into account gender equality 
or women’s empowerment)
Monitoring/enforcement: 
(Please explain any type of monitoring/enforcement mechanisms 
related to this policy)
Is this policy part of any overarching plan(s) by the government? 
Yes (Please specify: ___________) / No
Observations/additional comments:

Box 1. Predetermined Template to Compile and Extract the Data Gathered 
From the Policy Mapping

policies in the countries and cities studied, and specific 
aspects that the policies address (eg, type of outcome, social 
aspects considered).

The exploratory policy mapping was carried out ahead 
of the interviews to inform the focus of the interviews with 
stakeholders. These policy mapping results were also used 
during the iterative thematic analysis process.

Policy Stakeholder Interviews
We sought to interview stakeholders involved in agriculture, 
trade, environment, health, consumer rights, nutrition and 
food policy issues at national or local levels. The stakeholders 
had to have experience in the context of the development or 
implementation of food system policies, or to have played a 
role in the policy cycle process in their country or city, and 
had to be employed in one of the following organisation 
categories: (i) national or local government, (ii) international 
organisation or national NGO, and (iii) academia or research 
institute within the country or city. Stakeholders from the 
private sector were not included given their role within 
commercial determinants of health in the policy process.24-26

The stakeholders were identified using a sampling 
technique in two stages. The first stage was done by each 
country team. A list of stakeholders was compiled based 
on publicly available data sources (including government 
websites, scientific publications, NGO publications, and 
the Internet) or from previous projects that involved 
engagement with policy-makers, NGOs, other international 
organisations, or academia. The second stage was a pseudo-
anonymised screening (without any sort of identification 
details) by two independent researchers (CB and IVD). The 
criteria for determining the number and types of participants 
interviewed was based on securing sufficient diverse 
characteristics (in terms of gender – when possible, field of 
expertise, organisation type) across the five countries and 
cities included in the study. Forty stakeholders were selected 
(eight per country, four at national and four at local level), 
and were assigned two additional replacement options with 
similar expertise in case they would not be available for an 
interview or failed to respond. 

An interview guide containing key themes across multiple 
contexts and levels of influence was initially developed, based 
on a review of the literature conducting similar interviews 
on barriers and facilitators to policy development and 
implementation across different settings and countries27-34 and 
using the Health Policy Triangle (HPT) framework, as it has 
been extensively used at local, national and regional levels to 
assess health policies35 and its use in low- and middle-income 
countries has been reported.36 A copy of the final interview 
guide used is provided in Supplementary file 2. 

Forty stakeholders were initially selected and invited 
to participate in the study. A formal invitation letter, an 
informed written consent and an overview of the project were 
sent to them. The stakeholders who agreed to participate 
were requested to confirm their participation via email. With 
no responses from the stakeholders, one email was sent as a 
reminder. If the situation persisted or the stakeholder rejected 
to participate, their replacement option was contacted. Out 
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of the forty stakeholders initially selected, two did not answer 
and three were not available and suggested a colleague to 
replace them. 

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews. 
Based on the study protocol, stakeholders were asked to give 
their views and reflect on their professional experiences with 
the design and/or implementation process for food system 
policies in their country/city. Each interview was carried out 
in French or English, and was recorded and transcribed by 
national researchers involved in the policy mapping exercise. 
The interview was finalised when no new information 
was being provided (ie, data saturation was reached). The 
interviews were conducted between May and October 2023 
and lasted approximately 60-90 minutes. Interviews were 
imported into NVivo 14 software to be analysed.

To answer the research question—what are the main barriers 
and facilitators that governments face when attempting to 
design and implement food system policies?—the interview 
data were analysed using thematic framework analysis 
based on Boyatzis’ hybrid approach, as it allows to identify 
associations between themes and put forward propositions,37 
by constructing a conceptual model of their findings through 
a series of steps, including keyword and quotation selection, 
coding, theming, interpretation. This approach blends data-
driven, inductive identification of themes in the data with a 
research-driven, deductive approach using prior research as a 
guide for articulating meaningful themes.37 The code scheme 
was informed by the HPT framework, as it outlines four key 
intersecting elements of healthy policy-making: the actors, 
the context, the content and the process. This framework was 
chosen as it was composed of the core aspects relevant to the 
study of global health and food policies, and has been used by 
authors in similar research.38-40

Results
Policy Mapping
For each country, 40 to 60 documents were included for 
review (Supplementary file 3). The 44 proposed policies 
within the Food Systems Policy index were used to describe 
the number of current policies designed or implemented 
across the countries and cities, as well as to highlight the main 
gaps (Table 1).

Based on the documents reviewed, the main food systems 
policy priorities per country and city could be derived. In 
all countries, the main priorities were related to the policy 
subdomains of “food production” (n = 144), “food storage, 
processing, packaging and distribution” (n = 25), “food 
provision” (n = 26) and “food prices” (n = 14), generally under 
the direction of the ministries of agriculture or health. The 
policy subdomains with the lowest coverage across countries 
were “food composition” (n = 1) and “food retail” (n = 0). At 
city level, only very few policies addressing food systems 
were found and were mainly related to the “food production” 
subdomain.

In Benin, no overarching policy strategies with multiple 
policy actions at the national level were found. In the rest 
of the countries, several documents collected were part of 
national, overarching policy strategies. For instance, Côte 

d’Ivoire’s National Plan of Development (2021-2025) focuses 
on both population nutrition and climate change, among 
other social and economic challenges. Senegal counts on 
four different overarching plans: the Emergent Senegal Plan 
(PSE 2014–2035) and the National Strategy for Sustainable 
Development, both of which have a strong emphasis on 
undernutrition and climate change; the National Plan of 
Actions for the Environment focusing on climate change; 
and the National Policy for Nutrition Development which 
focuses on actions to prevent undernutrition and obesity. 
Togo’s National Plan of Sanitary Development also focuses 
on undernutrition and obesity, among other healthcare-
related challenges, and the National Plan of Development for 
Togo includes specific actions focusing on undernutrition 
and climate change, among others. Lastly, Uganda’s National 
Development Plan is an overarching policy strategy which 
includes different policy actions to address undernutrition 
and obesity, while the Uganda Vision 2040 Strategy focuses 
mainly on undernutrition and climate change, among other 
social and economic challenges.

Although the overall challenges tackled were similar, ie, 
nutrition and food insecurity, climate change, across the plans 
and strategies the countries differed in the type of policies 
designed or implemented. Namely individual legislative 
acts vs. multisectoral strategies with various policy areas. 
All countries have shown efforts in the implementation 
of policies to improve environmental sustainability and 
food security, through agricultural production policies, 
for example through incentives to connect agricultural 
production with environmental objectives, to increase the 
optimisation of natural resources, to use biofortification 
programmes, to provide financial support to farmers/fishers 
(including through infrastructure to create rural-urban 
links, and through support mechanisms to mitigate climate 
change effects). In addition, Benin, Senegal and Uganda have 
shown efforts at national level to improve population diets 
by increasing accessibility to healthier foods, for example 
through actions to reduce marketing of unhealthy foods and 
breastmilk substitutes, to support school food programmes, 
and to implement taxes on some unhealthy foods. 

Regarding policy gaps, there were similarities across 
countries concerning the lack of actions to reduce synthetic 
fertilisers and pesticides, to use systems that quantify the 
environmental impacts of agri-food companies, to reduce 
food waste at retailers and consumer levels, to incentivise 
trade agreements that include health and environmental 
sustainability, to use front-of-pack labels, to implement 
reformulation strategies and to modify the availability of 
healthier foods in urban areas. 

However, several country differences in policy gaps were 
also observed. For instance, Senegal and Uganda have 
implemented more policies compared to the other countries, 
showing efforts to tackle food insecurity and climate change 
simultaneously, mainly within the food supply chains domain 
by incentivising policies towards regenerative agriculture, the 
use of diversification methods in agriculture, the financing 
of forestry projects and ecosystem restoration mechanisms, 
and investing in infrastructure to reduce food loss. While 
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Production

Sustainable carbon sequestration practices 3 2 3 2 1 0 0 0 0 0

Sustainable fisheries 3 2 6 1 3 0 0 1 0 0

Regenerative agriculture 2 1 4 2 1 0 0 0 1 0

Optimisation of water resources management 3 1 3 2 4 0 0 1 0 1

Incentives for crop, fish and livestock diversification 0 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 1 0

Evidence-based use of bio-fortification programmes 2 0 2 1 3 0 0 0 0 0

Land use management 2 2 1 0 2 0 0 1 0 1

Reduce the use of fertilizers 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

Reduce the use of pesticides 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

Subsidies for sustainable healthy crops/livestock/fish 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 1

Farmers access to traditional seeds and breeds 2 0 1 2 4 0 0 0 0 0

Farmers and fishers' support 5 2 5 2 3 0 1 1 0 0

Support to women's empowerment 1 0 1 0 4 0 0 1 0 0

Support to young generations 1 2 1 2 4 0 0 1 1 0

Ecosystem restoration and conservation 2 3 5 5 4 0 0 1 0 0

Climate change impact preparedness 2 1 3 3 2 0 0 0 0 0

Storage processing 
packaging 
distribution

Connecting smallholder farmers with territorial markets 5 2 4 1 2 0 1 0 1 0

Support for startups and SMEs producing more sustainable and 
healthier foods 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

Evidence-based use of fortification programmes 3 1 2 2 1 0 0 0 0 0

Environmental impact measures 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Loss & waste

Food loss prevention and reduction through infrastructure 
investment 0 1 2 1 2 0 0 0 0 0

Food loss and waste reduction through a step-wise process 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Regulation framework at retail level 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Trade

Risk impact assessment of trade and investment agreements 0 1 0 1 3 0 0 0 0 0

Effective use of trade policy levers for sustainable food systems 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Trade incentives for shorter food supply chains 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

Transparency of global food supply chains 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Composition
Reformulation of processed foods 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Reformulation of out-of-home meals 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Labelling

Nutrition information panels and ingredient lists 1 2 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0

Evidence-based claim regulations 2 2 1 0 3 0 0 0 0 0

Front-of-pack labelling 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Out-of-home eating outlets menu labelling 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Promotion

Marketing restrictions of less healthy and less sustainable foods to 
children across all media 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0

Restriction of marketing of less healthy and less sustainable food 
in retail outlets 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Marketing restrictions of breastmilk substitutes 1 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0

Table 1. The Number of Policies Designed or Implemented and the Main Policy Gaps Related to the Subdomains Within the Food Systems Policy Index, Across the 
African Countries and Cities Studied
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social aspects such as support for women’s empowerment in 
agriculture have been considered only in Benin, Senegal and 
Uganda, the support for small- and medium-sized companies 
have been more prominent in Côte d’Ivoire and Togo. In 
regards to improving food environments, Benin, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Senegal, and Uganda implemented more policies 
within the areas of food labelling and marketing restrictions 
of breastmilk substitutes when compared to Togo, which 
has mainly focused the efforts on fiscal measures and food 
provision strategies. 

Best Available Practices Identified for Food Supply Chains
Illustrative examples of best available practices have been 
identified. Best available practices are those policies that best 
correspond to the respective proposed policy statements 
within the Food Systems Policy Index20 and therefore set 
relevant standards for governments. In this line, Benin has 
shown efforts to ensure the sustainability of food production 
through the Framework Law N° 2014-19 of August 7, 2014 
on fishing and aquaculture, whose goal is ensuring the 
sustainability of fisheries for future generations and the 
protection of the ecosystems, the preservation of the diversity 
of marine biology and species. Similarly, Côte d’Ivoire has 
recently implemented the National Strategy for Sustainable 
Fisheries Management, a national policy for the development 
of livestock, fisheries and aquaculture, with a strong focus on 
ensuring food security. Moreover, the country also provides 
support for the prevention and reduction of post-harvest 
losses of fish products within the Regulatory Framework 
from 2014. 

In Senegal, both the National Food Security and 
Resilience Support Programme and the 2018-2030 Country 
Programme show the government’s efforts to progress 
towards nutrition and food security while simultaneously 
addressing sustainability challenges. These two programmes 
are multi-sectoral and touch upon different aspects proposed 

to improve food systems (from agroecology and sustainable 
agriculture practices to reforestation strategies of the Great 
Green Wall of the country). Another good-practice example 
available within the National Food Security and Resilience 
Support Programme is related to the prevention of food 
loss, which aims to reduce by 50% the losses associated with 
agriculture and fisheries, providing infrastructure support 
for these sectors. Similarly, the Agricultural Programme for 
Sustainable Food Sovereignty included both infrastructure 
support and monitoring efforts to tackle postharvest losses. 

Togo’s National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan 
aimed to restore and preserve national terrestrial and aquatic 
ecosystems to prevent vegetation and biodiversity loss. In 
Uganda, diverse strategies have been implemented to regulate 
water management for agriculture, one of them being the 
Uganda National Irrigation Policy, which aims to implement 
an efficient use of water for irrigation purposes to ensure 
agricultural production and productivity. 

Best Available Practices Identified for Food Environments
Côte d’Ivoire has implemented the Decree n° 2013-416 of June 
6, 2013 to regulate the marketing of breast-milk substitutes, 
which is monitored and evaluated by the Ministry of Health. 
This Decree explicitly includes strict regulations regarding 
the promotion, packaging and labelling of infant formulas. 

Through the Multi-sector Nutrition Strategic Plan 
(2018-2022), Senegal was the only country studied that has 
encouraged the reformulation of processed food products 
to reduce the content of sugar, fat and sodium, as part of 
an overall strategy from the government to prevent chronic 
malnutrition, acute malnutrition, obesity and NCDs.

Policy Stakeholder Interviews
Stakeholder Characteristics
Out of the 40 interviews conducted, 3 of them were excluded 
as their quality was deemed insufficient and did not provide 
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School food and nutrition policies 2 3 3 5 4 0 0 0 0 0

Public sector setting (other than school) food and nutrition 
policies 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0

Support for shorter food supply chains 1 1 2 1 2 0 0 1 0 0

Retail

Zoning laws 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Prominence of healthier, more sustainable foods in the (in)formal 
food sector 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Prices

Taxes on less healthy, less sustainable foods 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0

Subsidies for healthier and more sustainable foods 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0

Affordability of healthier and more sustainable diets 1 2 3 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

 Total number of relevant policies covered 48 35 60 42 61 1 3 8 5 4

Abbreviation: SMEs, small- and medium-sized enterprises.

Table 1. Continued 
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information related to the research question. The detailed 
reasons for exclusion are available in Supplementary file 4. 
The full characteristics of the 37 interviewees are available in 
Table 2.

Key Themes
A total of 21 themes and 90 subthemes arose from previous 
literature and the analysis of the interview data. The elements 
derived were organised within the four pre-specified categories 
of the HPT framework (actors, context, content and process) 
(Supplementary file 4). In total, 74 barriers and 73 facilitators 
were identified from the analysis of the interview data.

Overall Findings
Depending on the circumstance and setting, the same theme 
could be either identified as a barrier or as a facilitator. 
However, a few themes were only identified as barriers. This 
was the case with some factors within the context category, such 
as being close to the period of political elections, regulations 
related to land use and planning, and overall poverty in the 
country/region. Other themes that were identified solely as 
barriers were the language used for policy and regulatory 
documents, and clarity aspects regarding the timelines in 
which policy regulations shall be fully implemented. On the 
other hand, it also happened that some themes were only 
identified as facilitators. Within the actors’ category, both 
religious organisations and trade platforms/labour unions 
were only associated with enabling factors. Similarly, in the 
case of the policy process, having a sound scientific basis and 
research was only perceived as a facilitator. 

Moreover, there were some themes identified during 
the deductive phase that were not mentioned during the 
interviews. These were mainly actors (ie, an individual 
industry/business spokesperson, a celebrity, or Indigenous 
communities or protest groups), but also specific context 
themes (ie, religion), or factors related to content (ie, official 
press releases from the government, or industry pledges and 
self-regulations). 

Barriers 
The most prominent themes that emerged from the 
policy stakeholder interviews as barriers to the design or 
implementation of food system policies were: 

Actors
The national government was generally seen as the main 
barrier across countries. Stakeholders associated lower 
policy development and implementation by the national 
governments with other factors seen as barriers, such as lack 
of political will or lack of funding allocated by the government. 
Other arguments associated with national governments were 
the lack of accountability mechanisms and transparency in 
policy development or during the implementation phases, the 
absence of individual and organisational leaders and the poor 
political desire to promote food systems policies.

“If we had spearheaded with the environment, maybe the 
head of state wouldn’t have been interested because, at the 
end of the day, they would want to see, to what extent does 
this organic policy contribute to forex [foreign exchange]” 
[NGO, FSC, National, Female].

Other actors also perceived as barriers were farmers/
fishers, agri-food companies and industries, and individual 
politicians, whose individual interests may sometimes be 
threatened by food system policies.

“We were warned that we should never come back here; 
otherwise, we would be slaughtered from the wetland. Rice 
growers are very hostile when it comes to issues concerning 
wetlands” [GO, FSC, Local, Female].
The general public was often mentioned when talking 

about barriers, as it was perceived as an unaware stakeholder 
of the relevance that food systems policies may have within 
their everyday life. This was associated often with the absence 
of social or environmental awareness, low support for the 
policy process in the media and the community, and social 
disagreements based on cultural and social beliefs, or even 
local norms. This aspect was also associated with poor social 
demands in policy reforms from the community.

Table 2. Summary of Interviewed Stakeholders and Their Characteristics

Setting and Number of Interviews 
Included

Organisation Gender Food Systems Policy Domain

GO NGO AC Male Female FSC FE Both

Benin 4 3 1 - 4 - 4 - -

Ouidah 4 4 - - 4 - 3 1 -

Côte d’Ivoire 3 2 1 - 2 1 - 3 -

Bouaké 3 3* - 1 3* 1 1 2 -

Senegal 4 2 2 - - 4 1 2 1

Saint-Louis 4 3 1 - 3 1 3 1 -

Togo 4 2 2 - 4 - 3 1 -

Sokodé 4 4 - - 3 1 3 1 -

Uganda 4 1 2 1 2 2 1 3 -

Mbale 3 1 1 1 2 1 2 1 -

Total 37 25 10 3 27 11 21 15 1

Abbreviations: GO, government; NGO, non-governmental organization; AC, academia; FSC, food supply chains; FE, food environments. 
* Two stakeholders were present during one of the interviews in Bouaké.
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Context 
Public opinion and lack of awareness from different groups 
(ie, politicians, the general public, farmers/fishers) about the 
impact of food and agriculture on health and the environment 
were often described as the main barriers. This challenge was 
also perceived to affect governments’ political decisions to act 
upon this area. Similarly, political will was mentioned across 
all groups of stakeholders, who saw it as a strong barrier to 
the design and implementation of food system policies. The 
absence of political desire to promote and support food 
systems policies was mentioned across countries and levels of 
jurisdiction, highlighting the lack of adequate organisational 
leaders to pursue policy action in the fields of public health 
and environmental sustainability. 

“Producers watch much TV and that is why nowadays 
they’re not informed about what’s going on around them. 
They need awareness-raising to show them that if you come 
here, the State will help you” [GO, FSC, Local, Male].
Another challenge noted was the country’s political 

structure and bureaucratic procedures for designing and 
implementing policies, usually described as slow, rigid and 
with many layers that make the decision-making process too 
slow and difficult. Such difficulties related to administrative 
policy processes, including conflicting interests, mandates, 
and even goals, were perceived as a barrier by all stakeholder 
sectors and across countries.

“Another blocking factor is the slowness of the 
administration, especially with the municipal teams. It 
is very difficult and the administration of these projects 
requires a lot of paperwork. [...] There is a lot of slowness on 
the administrative side” [NGO, FSC, Local, Male].
The prominence of food available related to international 

and exogenous factors, such as international trade agreements 
with third countries or the presence of multinational 
companies in the national territory were also mentioned 
when describing potential barriers to the adoption of policies, 
mainly by stakeholders working in the government.

“When you arrive in villages today, there is no food; 
everything that can be eaten is imported. And it is industrial 
(processed) food” [GO, FSC, Local, Male].
More generally, the country’s political instability, regional 

or internal conflicts, international wars and conflicts, and 
international agreements were also perceived as barriers to the 
development and implementation of food systems policies.

Content
Inadequate funding and lack of transparency on how the 
funding available is prioritised were perceived as the major 
barriers to the design and implementation of food system 
policies. It impacted policy at different levels, from the speed 
of the process to the resources allocated to accomplish the 
objectives of the programmes. The common absences, or 
oftentimes insufficiency, of resources related to finance, 
infrastructure, training, skills or evidence were described by 
most stakeholders as the main barrier, and it was often linked 
to a lack of political will and leadership from the government, 
or to the complexity of the agreements across ministries to 
allocate budget and resources.

“When it reaches the Solicitor General, that is cash. You 
need something to put there. [...] The local government keeps 
quiet because there is no budget. That is the main problem 
given that we don’t have the budget for the formulation of 
bills” [GO, FSC, Local, Female].
To a lesser extent, the challenges associated with the budget 

were sometimes linked to a lack of human resources, mainly 
during the implementation process.

“Even if the texts are good, who applies them? We don’t 
have regional management; in fact, we don’t even have 
any specialists within our own ranks. And yet we have the 
manpower, but what is being done?” [GO, FSC, Local, Male]. 
Another challenge that raised concern among stakeholders 

during the development and implementation of policies 
was the aspect of clarity with the content (ie, scientific data, 
definitions and terminology, language), with the assignment 
of coordination and accountability when the responsibilities 
were shared across ministries or partners, and with 
implementation dates and the overall sustainability of the 
policy to be effective and applicable in the future.

“Unfortunately, the law on consumer protection states that 
authorisation must be delegated by the competent bodies, 
which has yet to be specified. And everyone is pulling their 
way” [GO, FSC, National, Female].

Process
The negotiation process around the design of policies was 
seen as a challenge by different stakeholders, mainly due to 
inefficient and biased cross-government and cross-ministries 
exchanges, and to a lesser degree to advocacy and lobbying 
actions by the private sector and civil society organisations, 
and the partnerships created among stakeholders. 

“What is lacking is good coordination between these 
institutions and the supervisory ministries, and good 
collaboration between them at all levels” [NGO, General, 
National, Female].
All groups of stakeholders perceived the implementation 

process of policies as a main challenge, often described as 
slow, incomplete or insufficient. This was often linked to 
the complexity experienced with the bureaucratic system 
of the administration, and the difficulties associated with 
the administrative process in cases of conflicting mandates, 
responsibilities and interests. Moreover, the implementation 
process was also seen as a contributing barrier to speeding up 
government actions in food systems.

“The texts exist, but it’s the application that’s the problem. 
[...] Often, many projects and initiatives are developed, but 
do not achieve the development objectives set out at the 
outset” [AC, FSC, Local, Male].
The absence of effective monitoring and evaluation 

mechanisms was also perceived by all groups as a contributing 
barrier, both in enforcing actions and in advancing future 
similar interventions by the government. The absence 
of routine monitoring to determine the effectiveness of 
policies and their compliance was a key barrier to policy 
implementation, often associated with the lack of mechanisms 
to hold stakeholders or national/local agencies accountable 
for policy inaction or partial implementation. 
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“Monitoring, evaluation and accountability are the three 
fundamental elements. These three elements suffer in current 
policies” [NGO, FSC, National, Female].

Facilitators 
The most prominent themes that emerged from the policy 
stakeholder interviews as facilitators to the design or 
implementation of food system policies were: 

Actors
All groups of stakeholders identified the national 
government as the main actor enabling the development 
and implementation of food system policies. This included 
primarily the Ministries of Agriculture, Health and Social 
Affairs, and to a lesser extent the Ministries of Environment 
and Trade. The positive perception was often associated with 
leadership characteristics and strong awareness matching 
with the ambition to promote policies.

“Government commitment. If the government is 
committed and sensitive enough to these results in the short 
and long term, I think that would facilitate the rest” [NGO, 
FSC, National, Male].
The general public was also considered an important 

facilitating actor, as it was perceived as a key element that 
enacted pressure on the government to act and to achieve the 
success and sustainability of policies over time. 

“The partner can withdraw, but the beneficiary population 
must ensure the continuity of the project” [GO, FSC, Local, 
Male].
Another key enabling actor identified were international 

organisations, as they were perceived to incentivise governments 
to act through soft pressure and different technical support 
mechanisms. It was common for all countries to describe 
influences from international organisations or countries 
abroad that facilitated the policy process, highlighting aspects 
such as engagement, collaboration and support, mainly 
during the policy design and sometimes during the initial 
stages of the policy implementation processes. 

“These development agencies that have money can come 
and do some pilots. If those pilots succeed gradually, we can 
get the government to buy in when they see that something is 
working” [AC, FE, National, Female].
Public sector agencies were perceived by all stakeholder 

groups as facilitators of the design and implementation of 
policies, as they tended to be associated with independent 
research and as key actors in the evaluation of policies. 
However, they recognised that they had limited power as they 
tended to depend on allocated funding or requests for advice 
from the national governments.

“Today, you see, the ministries exist, but when the 
government opts for agencies, opts for parallel structures to 
carry out certain activities, this seriously hampers and even 
kills the ministries, which are very important, and nothing 
can be done about it” [GO, FSC, National, Female].
Other enabling actors identified were national and local 

NGOs, mainly related to factors associated with social aspects 
and undernutrition, and community groups that were able to 
voice and mobilise different sectors of society that influence 

policy. This aspect was commonly perceived as crucial during 
the initial phases of the policy cycle, associated with social 
acceptance, consciousness and awareness of benefits from the 
community.

“The CSOs are Civil Society Organisations, everything 
that is an NGO, everything that is a consumer association, 
for example. They have a major role to play in alerting the 
population and drawing the attention of politicians to what 
is going wrong on the ground” [GO, FE, National, Female].
International governments, including policy actions from, 

countries with similar approaches, challenges or government 
structures, were also perceived as enablers if they had 
implemented similar policies showing promising results, or 
whose political reputation was deemed high. 

“So if a product is banned somewhere else, it’s banned here 
too” [GO, FSC, National, Male].
Similarly, actions that quantify, compare or benchmark 

actions and initiatives by governments from neighbouring 
countries were perceived as a facilitating factor to incentivise 
national and local governments to take action.

“Benchmarking on neighbouring countries and other 
countries I think is a big enabler in setting an improved 
policy environment” [NGO, FE, National, Male].

Context 
Across countries, stakeholders recognised public opinion 
and awareness as a facilitating factor to the development 
and implementation of food system policies. The common 
arguments around it were their link to government 
accountability or to pressuring the industry to make changes.

“Let these people be held accountable. You see, if you make 
the community sensitized, they will know their rights and 
they will be able to demand from their leaders” [NGO, FE, 
Local, Female].
International agreements were also perceived as catalysts 

for the development and implementation of food system 
policies. The SDGs were often referred to as an example of 
international agreements signed that exerted pressure on the 
government to act within food systems. 

“All this is covered by the international agreements we 
have signed [...] We have to respect the various agreements 
we have signed” [GO, FSC, Local, Male].
Stakeholders from all the groups mentioned strong political 

will as a key enabler and provided some examples of successful 
cases in which policies were designed and approved because 
of strong leadership coming from the higher levels of political 
leadership. 

“For incentive measures, you first need political will, you 
need synergy between all the stakeholders, and above all 
that. […] The State could do better in this area, but it needs 
real political will, because that is what is really lacking” [GO, 
FSC, Local, Male].

Content
Sufficient financial resources were often perceived as one key 
facilitator to the development and implementation of food 
system policies, and it was often associated with a higher level 
of prioritisation by the government and strong political will. 
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It was also linked to manpower and knowledge translation 
through formation and education resources.

“The strategic plans that flow from the strategies we 
develop must be financed in order to implement our policies” 
[GO, FSC, National, Male].
Technical resources in the form of scientific data were also 

highlighted as a key factor in the policy process and were 
often seen as an indispensable factor linked to the agenda-
setting and consultation processes with policy actors. 

“The evidence. The first thing that facilitates policy 
development is evidence. This is a key point because the 
evidence does not lie and allows decision-makers to be much 
more comfortable in their orientations, but it also allows us, 
as civil society organisations, to be more comfortable in our 
support because everything is based on evidence” [NGO, 
FSC, National, Female].
More generally, overall policy objectives were mentioned 

by some stakeholders as facilitators to the development and 
implementation of food system policies, in particular when 
analysing the context of the country and the main challenges 
already faced now that will worsen. 

“When the population is sick, what returns can we expect 
tomorrow?” [GO, FSC, Local, Male].

Process
An important theme that emerged from all stakeholder 
groups was the agenda-setting step, as it was seen as a key 
determinant of the success of a policy over time. It was 
therefore associated with strong political will and leadership, 
but also with data availability and international pressure. 

“What will encourage or facilitate the use of natural 
fertilisers is awareness-raising. We need to make the people 
who pass the laws and the governments aware of the need to 
move in that direction” [NGO, FE, National, Male].
The inclusion of interest groups during the policy 

consultation process was identified as an enabling factor, 
recognising these participatory mechanisms among cross-
sectoral stakeholders to enhance the effectiveness and 
democratisation of the process. However, some argued that 
this type of consultation had limited power to drive the policy 
into action if the political will was lacking or the interests of 
some powerful actors (ie, the food industry) were prioritised 
over others.

“In this country, we are committed to working with 
stakeholders to achieve the indicators. The dialogue on 
food systems has given people a better understanding of the 
difficulties” [AC, FE, National, Female].
Effective negotiation (ie, advocacy, cross-governmental 

collaboration and multi-stakeholder platforms) were 
mentioned as key facilitators. Stakeholders recognised the 
importance of participatory mechanisms to enhance process’ 
effectiveness but recognised the power imbalances between 
actors involved in multi-stakeholder partnership.

“Food policies can only be improved when all stakeholders 
are involved. You have to involve everyone, whether they are 
opposed to the policy or not. [...] It is by involving everyone 
that we can have an effective food policy” [NGO, FE, 
National, Male].

Among all stakeholder groups, there was a perception that 
effective monitoring and evaluation mechanisms are essential 
factors that can facilitate the design and implementation of 
future policies. Stakeholders noted that if there are successful 
cases of policies being enforced that work, governments will 
be more willing to implement future regulations.

Discussion
In this study, we analysed the type and scope of food system 
policies designed or implemented by national and local 
governments in five selected countries. Then, the experiences 
and perceptions of barriers and facilitators when designing 
and implementing food system policies were critically 
analysed. The rationale for this research was to provide 
insights that inform future food systems policy design and 
implementation processes in national and local jurisdictions 
across the African region and potentially other low- and 
middle-income countries. 

The identified policies during the policy mapping cut 
across diverse food system domains: there were production 
strategies for improved dietary diversity, regulations of food 
environment factors (which involved mainly actions to 
increase the affordability of healthier products, marketing 
restrictions to children and, in some countries, nutrition 
labelling), and strategies for nudging dietary habits into 
healthier ones (which consisted mainly on school food 
programmes). Many policy gaps remain both at national and 
local levels across all the subdomains studied. Particularly, 
policies in the areas of food loss and waste, food trade, food 
composition and food retail were missing across countries. 

The results from the policy mapping showed that the five 
African countries are designing and implementing policies 
that simultaneously address food insecurity and climate 
change, mainly focusing on food production. This may 
be due to the central role that agriculture/fisheries play in 
food security, to the fact that climate change significantly 
contributes to the challenges associated with food insecurity 
in SSA,41 but also considering that agriculture has been in the 
political and scientific debates over the last decade concerning 
its impacts on greenhouse gas emissions42 and its change 
needed to transform food systems.43 However, the focus on 
food security discourses within the field of food production 
seems to have remained pronounced in the studied countries. 
This may be because political discourse seems to be dominated 
by the belief that food security shall be centrally addressed by 
producing more food.44 Despite the rise in NCDs, government 
policies seem to continue emphasising agricultural 
production of staple commodities while supporting the food 
industry, motivated by conventional perspectives on food 
security, economics and trade agreements.45 Another reason 
may be the high percentage of employment in agriculture 
across the countries studied, and therefore economic value 
generated for the internal market. While the focus on food 
insecurity through agriculture remains very relevant, not 
enough attention has been paid in the five African countries 
studied to achieve non-obesogenic food supply chains, as the 
results from the policy mapping show that in the domains of 
agriculture, food production and processing the healthiness 
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of population diets were not considered.
Similarly, within food environments, the countries studied 

are starting to design and implement some policies focusing 
on obesity prevention, mainly for the subdomains of food 
provision and food prices. Nevertheless, the focus of food 
environments seems to target mainly undernutrition and 
food security aspects, and the overall results show that food 
system-related interventions are not yet obesity-specific. 
Instead, they tap into the wider field of healthy and nutritious 
diets and therefore sometimes emerge within policy strategies 
to create non-obesogenic food environments, but it did not 
seem to be a focus to create non-obesogenic food supply 
chains. Yet, within food supply chains the focus should also 
be on improving nutrition and population health, considering 
malnutrition in all its forms (including not only food security 
and undernutrition but also micronutrient deficiencies, 
overweight and obesity)46 and environmental degradation 
aspects, in line with the Global Syndemic. An underlying 
potential explanation regarding obesity may be cultural, as in 
some developing countries childhood overweight is associated 
with wealth, and the consumption of unhealthy foods is a way 
of showing socio-economic status.47

Regardless of the jurisdictional context or the geographical 
region, policy stakeholders experienced common political 
and technical issues when talking about the design and 
implementation process of food system policies. 

The national government was often mentioned as a main 
barrier, especially in cases of fragmented levels of government 
(with overlapping jurisdictions at federal, national, and local) 
that can threaten the effective design and implementation 
of food systems policies. This is, however, understandable 
considering that the government acts taking into account 
different views and values across ministries with varied 
political agendas, and food-related issues are not necessarily 
central and aligned across ministries’ missions. 

The major barriers to policy development and 
implementation perceived by all groups of stakeholders 
were insufficient financial resources, lack of political will, 
limited data and lack of implementation, and inadequate 
monitoring and enforcement mechanisms. These results are 
in line with previously conducted research on the barriers 
and facilitators towards the development of food-related 
policies.29,31,38,48 From an implementation perspective, these 
barriers could be tackled by increasing awareness across all 
the stakeholders involved, producing more scientific data 
that is context-specific for the country/city, and ensuring 
strong leadership support throughout the whole process. 
Moreover, a better understanding is needed as to why some 
stakeholders may have negative perceptions of food systems 
policies, before making efforts towards their implementation. 
Lastly, involvement from multiple stakeholders is likely to be 
key in achieving the proper design and implementation of 
food system policies. While dealing with power dynamics is 
a delicate process, potential ways to achieve successful multi-
stakeholder engagements are independent mediation based on 
trust and transparency, and visualising and openly discussing 
the hidden power dynamics identified in the group.49

As mentioned during a few interviews, corruption was also 

identified as another aspect of relevance that acts as a barrier 
during the policy implementation process, undermining 
good governance and trust in the political institutions. This 
complex multi-sector phenomenon is prominent globally 
across private and public sectors. In the data analysed, the 
forms of corruption mentioned included bribery, ties of 
families and tribes, and lobbying. Even if these aspects were 
described superficially while describing lived experiences 
during the implementation of policies with private actors or 
elected officials and politicians, it highlights the need to tackle 
these practices during the policy process.

The most commonly perceived facilitators by all groups 
were supportive public opinion and population awareness, 
international agreements and commitment signed, sound 
agenda-setting and multi-sector and multi-stakeholder 
consultations and partnerships, availability of financial 
resources and data, and solid political will. Similarly, these 
results also go in line with similar food-related policy 
studies28,29,38,40,45 that highlight the relevance of leadership 
and political dialogues, accessibility of financial and data 
resources, and supportive public opinion from citizens. To 
a lesser extent, programmes implemented with the help of 
development agencies and international organisations were 
perceived by both national and local stakeholders to have 
positive stimulating effects, as they act as starting points that 
can incentivise further local policy action. 

The main strength of this study is that it informs researchers 
and governments working on food systems dossiers to 
identify different potential barriers and facilitators they may 
face during the policy cycle, with a main focus on the context 
of five African countries. To the best of our knowledge, this is 
the first study identifying food system policies developed and/
or implemented and the perceived barriers and facilitators 
for food system policies in African countries. Another key 
strength of this study is its consideration of the entire food 
system, from food production to food prices. Moreover, 
this study used a combination of methods that allowed for 
the triangulation of the data, to improve the validity of the 
information obtained during the policy mapping process. 
Another strength of this study is the fact that data was 
collected by local researchers, allowing precise analysis of 
the context and more transparent communication with 
local policy stakeholders. And that the local researchers 
conducting the policy mapping were the same ones that 
conducted the stakeholder interviews, which allowed a clearer 
understanding of the policy technicalities discussed. This also 
facilitated the setting of the interviews, as local researchers 
had been already in touch with policy stakeholders during the 
policy mapping phase, allowing for high response rates for 
interview appointments. The fact that the analyses were run 
by scientists from outside the countries may be an additional 
strength, as there were no biases towards a specific country 
or city. Similarly, there was no bias in the analysis of the 
results concerning the stakeholders interviewed, as they all 
had a code that did not allow demographic information to be 
identified. However, this may also be seen as a limiting factor, 
as some specifications regarding the culture or context may 
have been overlooked or misinterpreted. Similarly, the multi-
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partner involvement made the study more challenging, as the 
food system policies and the interview guide were proposed 
by different researchers than the ones that conducted the 
policy mapping and the stakeholder interviews. However, 
through detailed protocols and information documents and 
training sessions, we tried to minimise this problem. Across 
the countries and cities studied, a common problem was the 
availability of policy data in digital format. Data accessibility 
posed several constraints, and some of the information 
included in this research was only available in physical 
format. Nonetheless, the country teams were provided by 
the respective ministries with all the documents requested, 
both digital and physical. The fact that the information was 
often only available in physical format does not allow us to 
conclude if the lack of policy documents for some of the 
policies proposed implies a lack of action by governments 
(for instance, in food waste or food retail). Another important 
limitation was the difficulty of finding local researchers 
who had expertise in food systems. Most of the researchers 
involved in the data collection process were experts on public 
health, nutrition or food security. A potential limitation in 
this regard may be the interpretation of the policy documents 
gathered, given the legislative nature of the policy documents. 
This also means that some factors related to environmental 
sustainability, climate change or social inequalities may have 
been under-considered. 

The policy mapping results show that the five African 
countries studied are designing and implementing strategies in 
line with their international pledges and working on solutions 
towards sustainable food systems. However, the efforts do not 
seem to be targeting equally all forms of malnutrition, such 
as the promotion of healthy diets or the achievement of non-
obesogenic food environments, as well as some climate change 
targets. More action is needed at the policy level to address the 
Global Syndemic, in particular at local levels of jurisdiction. 
Additional learnings from this study are that there may be 
as many facilitating factors as barriers when governments 
aim to design and implement policies. As seen, technical 
factors such as adequate financial resources, scientific data 
and adequate monitoring and enforcement mechanisms play 
a key role in the success of the policy. Political factors such 
as political will, government accountability mechanisms, 
multi-sector partnerships and international agreements 
seem to be particularly relevant to the success of food system 
policies. In that line, the analysis of barriers and facilitators 
provides a reminder to both researchers and policy-makers 
that designing and implementing food system policies can 
be more complex than it seems, as there are factors that may 
escape the control of governments that can either positively or 
negatively impact the success of the policy. For instance, when 
it comes to food production policies, governments should 
focus on more than just ensuring food security and should 
take into consideration other factors such as environmental 
sustainability and the diversity and variety of population diets 
to prevent NCDs. 

Despite the different political contexts and actors involved 
in this study, several commonalities were perceived. However, 
the underlying reason behind these challenges may vary per 

country and region. The data collected did not allow us to 
explore further the reasons and mechanisms behind some 
of these barriers that exist across the selected countries (ie, 
lack of political will, insufficient financial resources, poor 
monitoring and evaluation mechanisms). These aspects and 
the underlying roots of the barriers identified in this study 
should be further explored. Based on these results, future 
research could also explore the effectiveness of current policies 
designed and implemented from a systems approach towards 
the sustainability of food systems. Given the barriers and 
facilitators identified in this study, researchers could explore 
ways in which these perceived barriers could be overcome 
or by modelling potential scenarios that may address them. 
Using participatory methods with stakeholders, complex 
system dynamics and building on existing research,50-52 future 
research could contribute further to the existing literature 
on specific factors that have helped the development of food 
systems interventions and identify potential ways to overcome 
the technical and political barriers. For governments, these 
results can be used as a guide during the policy process, to 
map and identify potential factors that may help or hamper 
the development/implementation of food system policies 
within their country/city. Furthermore, it can be particularly 
relevant to recognise factors that play an important role in 
the process to ensure the support and success of policies over 
time. 

Conclusion 
This article describes a wide range of policies on diverse food 
systems domains that have been designed and implemented 
by national and local governments in Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, 
Senegal, Togo and Uganda, and five of their cities (Ouidah, 
Bouaké, Saint-Louis, Sokodé, and Mbale) towards healthy 
and environmentally sustainable food systems. It also 
explores barriers and facilitating factors to their development 
and implementation. The research shows that designing and 
implementing food system policies to address the Global 
Syndemic can be technically and politically challenging, in 
particular with regards to legislative, financial and practical 
aspects. Several common barriers and facilitators were 
identified despite the different political contexts and actors 
involved in this study. Understanding the technical and 
political challenges faced by governments to create healthy 
and sustainable food systems may contribute to capacity 
building in their regulatory space.
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