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ABSTRACT: While initially popularised by grassroots organisations, the concept of food sovereignty 
is now increasingly used as a slogan by certain Member States of the European Union (EU).Notably, 
France has given concrete form to its political ambitions with the adoption of a new Orientation law 
on ‘food sovereignty and the renewal of generations in agriculture’ in March 2025. This paper anal-
yses the meaning of food sovereignty as defined in this new law, and explores the connections and 
tensions between the French ambitions in the agri-food sector and the wider EU legal framework 
within which French law operates, focusing on the aims of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). 
In particular, we propose three avenues for discussion. We first argue that the meaning of food sov-
ereignty as defined by the French Orientation law deviates from its original meaning as understood 
by grassroots organisations. We then argue that the Orientation law uneasily operates in a restricted 
EU agri-food legal framework, which leaves little room for policy innovation at the national level. 
We finally contend that, due to this constrained legal framework, and despite the flexibility allowed 
by the 2023 CAP reform, the French political priorities, to a certain extent, appear closely aligned 
with the EU agri-food policy and legal goals. By situating the French case within broader debates on 
the institutionalisation of food sovereignty and the evolving balance between national autonomy and 
supranational constraints in CAP governance, the paper clarifies how national claims to food sover-
eignty interact with and test the post-2023 CAP framework. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, the concept of ‘food sovereignty’ has gained increasing political 
traction within the European Union (EU). Notably, in 2022, Italy and France incor-
porated ‘food sovereignty’ into the titles of their respective ministries for agricul-
ture,1 signalling its growing institutional relevance. More recently, Hungary identi-
fied this concept as one of the priorities for its presidency of the Council for the 
period ranging from July to December 2024.2 

This growing popularity around food sovereignty has been legally formalised in 
France, which has promulgated an Orientation law on ‘agricultural sovereignty and 
generational renewal in agriculture’ in March 2025.3 While the use of the term ‘food 
sovereignty’ in French law is not new,4 this new Orientation Law offers for the first 
time an extensive definition of the concept in French legislation. By defining food 
sovereignty through a list of 24 objectives,5 the recently adopted Orientation Law is 
arguably the national legal framework of the EU that most comprehensively defines 
food sovereignty.6 

Despite this increased interest in food sovereignty at national level, the concept 
has been contested for many years at the EU level. The original meaning of food 
sovereignty, as proposed by peasant organisations in the 1990s, prioritises local, 
small-scale agricultural production and emphasises self-sufficiency, democratic con-
trol, and resilience of local food systems.7 In contrast, the EU’s agri-food governance 
has historically been shaped by the supranational rules of the Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP) – the EU’s legal framework governing agriculture through subsidies – 

 
1 Respectively called Ministero dell’Agricoltura, della Sovranità alimentare e delle Foreste ac-

cording to Decreto-Legge 11 novembre 2022, n. 173 Disposizioni urgenti in materia di riordino delle 
attribuzioni dei Ministeri (22G00185), and Ministère de l’Agriculture et de la Souveraineté alimentaire 
according to Décret n° 2022-840 du 1er juin 2022 relatif aux attributions du ministre de l’agriculture et 
de la souveraineté alimentaire. 

2 Hungarian Presidency, Council of the European Union, ‘Programme of the Hungarian presidency 
of the Council of the European Union in the second half of 2024’, at wayback.archive-it.org. 

3 Loi n° 2025-268 du 24 mars 2025 d’orientation pour la souveraineté alimentaire et le renouvel-
lement des générations en agriculture. JORF n°0072 du 25 mars 2025 [hereinafter Orientation law]. 

4 Food sovereignty as a long-term goal in French law has been introduced in 2014 (Loi n° 2014-
1170 du 13 octobre 2014 d’avenir pour l’agriculture, l’alimentation et la forêt). 

5 Orientation law (n 3) Art 1. 
6 Legal frameworks of certain EU Member States have been analysed in light of food sovereignty 

but do not seem to define food sovereignty in such detail. See for example: MM Csirszki, HS Csütörtöki 
and K Zombory, ‘Food Sovereignty: Is There an Emerging Paradigm in V4 Countries for the Regulation 
of the Acquisition of Ownership of Agricultural Lands by Legal Persons?’ (2021) 2 Central European 
Journal of Comparative Law. 

7 La Via Campesina, ‘Declaration of Nyéléni’ (2007), at nyeleni.org.  
 

https://wayback.archive-it.org/12090/20250412082714/https:/hungarian-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/media/32nhoe0p/programme-and-priorities-of-the-hungarian-presidency.pdf
https://nyeleni.org/IMG/pdf/DeclNyeleni-en.pdf


What Food Sovereignty?        141 

which has disproportionately benefited larger farms and agribusinesses over small-
scale farms.8 This imbalance is particularly evident in the CAP’s system of direct 
payments, which allocates support largely based on the size of agricultural landhold-
ings, thereby favouring large-scale producers and reinforcing structural inequalities 
in the sector. In this context, claims of food sovereignty by EU Member States – with 
their explicit emphasis on local autonomy, democratic control, and cultural appro-
priateness –9 have often been met with caution by the EU institutions, if not outright 
scepticism.10 This is mainly due to the strong nationalist connotations of this concept 
and its perceived potential to fragment EU solidarity and undermine the harmonised 
rules of the internal market. 

However, food sovereignty is no longer solely a claim advanced by certain Mem-
ber States: it is now progressively being invoked by the EU itself, signalling a po-
tential shift in the discourse and institutional framing of EU agri-food governance. 
In its most recent agri-food policy communication published in February 2025,11 the 
European Commission explicitly embraces the concept of ‘food sovereignty’, fram-
ing it as a central objective of EU agri-food policy and a guiding principle for the 
Union’s future strategic orientation in this domain. This evolving policy framework 
is further characterised by the enhanced discretion afforded to Member States in the 
implementation of the CAP, as introduced by its most recent reform. This allows 
national authorities to tailor CAP instruments to context-specific priorities, while 
also allowing for the adoption of complementary agri-food policies that pursue dis-
tinct or additional objectives beyond the CAP’s formal scope.  

While these priorities may appear to stand in tension with the CAP’s traditionally 
supranational logic, the renationalisation embedded in the 2023 reform invites a reas-
sessment of the dichotomy between the EU’s inherently ‘common’ – by definition – 
agricultural objectives and the nationalist tendencies of domestic agricultural legisla-
tion. This shift reflects not merely a procedural decentralisation but a deeper recalibra-
tion of authority and ambition in EU agri-food governance. In this evolving landscape, 
national initiatives, particularly those explicitly invoking the language and aims of 
food sovereignty, warrant close scrutiny, as they may either complement or directly 
challenge the CAP’s foundational principles and its evolving objectives. As such, com-
paring the CAP’s traditional, market-oriented model with the principles underpinning 
food sovereignty provides critical insights into potential tensions and complementari-
ties between EU-wide and nationally driven agri-food policy agendas. 

 
8 M Alessandrini, Regulating Short Food Supply Chains in the EU (Springer 2024). 
9 La Via Campesina (n 7). 
10 See for example: European Commission, ‘Staff Working Document Accompanying the docu-

ment: Contingency plan for ensuring food supply and food security in times of crisis’ SWD(2021) 317 
final. 

11 European Commission, ‘Communication: A Vision for Agriculture and Food Shaping together 
an attractive farming and agri-food sector for future generations’, COM/2025/75 final.  
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Over time, European agricultural and food policies have moved away from sup-
porting national interpretations of food sovereignty and are now progressively ori-
ented toward reinforcing food sovereignty at the Union level. This evolution appears 
consistent with the broader legal and institutional architecture of the EU, as European 
food and agricultural law is fundamentally shaped by the harmonised rules of the 
internal market and the policy objectives enshrined in the EU Treaties. 

In this context, this paper investigates whether a national law, specifically, the 
recently proposed French legislation on food sovereignty, can coexist with, or even 
complement, the binding objectives and rules of the CAP. Alternatively, it considers 
whether such a development signifies a paradigmatic shift toward a greater renation-
alisation, potentially challenging the coherence and uniformity of EU-wide agri-food 
policy and legal objectives. To address these concerns, the paper explores the fol-
lowing research question: To what extent does the newly adopted French law on 
food sovereignty align with, or diverge from, the goals of the CAP?  

First, in order to place the definition of food sovereignty into context, we conduct 
a literature review on this evolving concept (section 2). Then, we analyse the CAP’s 
compatibility with this concept (section 3). In the subsequent sections, we describe 
how food sovereignty is addressed and defined in the newly adopted French law 
(section 4) and discuss it in light of the CAP’s objectives (section 5). Lastly, we 
conclude our contribution with final remarks (section 6). 

2. What is food sovereignty? Origins and evolution 

Although food sovereignty has initially been a political project put forward by grass-
roots movements, some States and institutions have now appropriated the concept, 
redefining it within the framework of their own policies and legal systems. This sec-
tion first outlines the historical and political genesis of the term ‘food sovereignty’ 
and its evolution through transnational advocacy networks. It then examines how the 
concept has acquired legal meaning in international, EU and national legislation, and 
explores the implications of this shift for agri-food governance within the EU. 

The concept of ‘food sovereignty’ is rooted in the social and agrarian grassroots 
movements in Latin America that emerged in response to neoliberal economic agri-
food policies of the 1980s and 1990s.12 These policies, particularly the inclusion of 
agriculture in the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and subsequent 
negotiations under the World Trade Organisation (WTO), promoted the liberaliza-
tion of agri-food trade, which in turn threatened the existence of small-scale farmers 

 
12 L Jarosz, ‘Comparing Food Security and Food Sovereignty Discourses’ (2014) 4 Dialogues in 

Human Geography 168; M Tilzey, Political Ecology, Food Regimes, and Food Sovereignty: Crisis, 
Resistance, and Resilience (Palgrave Macmillan 2018). 

 



What Food Sovereignty?        143 

worldwide.13 In this context, social and agrarian grassroots movements founded La 
Via Campesina in 1993,14 upholding food sovereignty as a political project at the 
international level.15 The concept was first formally articulated during the Food and 
Agriculture Organisation (FAO) World Food Summit in Rome in 1996,16 where it 
emerged as a deliberate alternative to food security.17 

However, today, food sovereignty is invoked by a diverse range of actors, ex-
tending well beyond its original association with grassroots movements. Depending 
on the actors involved and the specific socio-political contexts in which it is invoked, 
it is subject to varying interpretations. Environmental organisations, for instance, 
may interpret food sovereignty differently from socio-economic development organ-
isations, which, in turn, may have a different understanding of it compared to poli-
cymakers.18 As a result, food sovereignty is widely recognised as a contested and 
evolving concept in the literature.19 While its meaning has been continuously shaped 
and refined through sustained activism, scholarly debate, and grassroots mobilisa-
tion, the 2007 Nyéléni Declaration20 is widely regarded as the most authoritative and 
broadly accepted articulation of the concept.21 In the Nyéléni Declaration, food sov-
ereignty is described as ‘the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate 
food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right 
to define their own food and agriculture systems’.22 The Declaration further charac-
terizes food sovereignty as a model prioritising local, peasant and family farmer-
driven agriculture, artisanal fishing, and pastoralist-led grazing practices.23  

Advocates of ‘food sovereignty’ regard it not merely as a complement to ‘food 
security’ but as its necessary precondition, arguing that food security can only be 
achieved through the principles and practices enshrined in food sovereignty.24 The 

 
13 P Rosset, ‘Re-thinking Agrarian Reform, Land and Territory in La Via Campesina’ (2013) 40 

Journal of Peasant Studies 721. 
14 La Via Campesina, ‘About La Via Campesina’, at viacampesina.org. 
15 A Alonso-Fradejas and others, ‘Food Sovereignty: Convergence and Contradictions, Conditions 

and Challenges’ (2015) 36 Third World Quarterly 431. 
16 La Via Campesina, ‘Food Sovereignty: A Future Without Hunger’ (1996), at viacampesina.org; 

M Edelman, ‘Food Sovereignty: Forgotten Genealogies and Future Regulatory Challenges’ (2014) 41 
Journal of Peasant Studies 959. 

17 P McMichael, ‘Historicizing food sovereignty’ (2014) 41 Journal of Peasant Studies 933, avail-
able at https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03066150.2013.876999. 

18 K Dekeyser, L Korsten, and L Fioramonti, ‘Food Sovereignty: Shifting Debates on Democratic 
Food Governance’ (2018) 10 Food Security 223. 

19 Edelman (n 16). 
20 La Via Campesina (n 7). 
21 Alonso-Fradejas and others (n 15). 
22 La Via Campesina (n 7). 
23 Ibid. 
24 In 1996, La Via Campesina declared that ‘Food sovereignty is a precondition to genuine food 

security’ (La Via Campesina (n 16)). 
 

https://viacampesina.org/en/international-peasants-voice/
https://viacampesina.org/en/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/11/1996-Rom-en.pdf
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concept of ‘food security’ has been adopted since the 1970s25 by international or-
ganisations such as the United Nations (UN) affiliated organisations and the EU. The 
UN FAO considers that food security ‘exists when all people, at all times, have phys-
ical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets 
their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life’.26 The EU 
endorses this definition of food security and has recently integrated a ‘sustainability’ 
component to it.27 

Despite the widespread use of ‘food security’ in the discourse of international 
organisations and the EU, it has been increasingly critiqued for failing to address 
deeper issues of power relations, access, and control within food systems. Notably, 
critics argue that food security, though essential, often fails to consider who produces 
food, under what conditions, and for whose benefit.28 These concerns were initially 
voiced and progressively sharpened through international gatherings of peasant or-
ganisations, which demanded food transformation at the international level. Over 
time, wider groups have made food sovereignty a discourse of their own as an alter-
native to the dominant food security discourse.29  

While food sovereignty’s meaning is undoubtedly disputed, it has nonetheless 
been incorporated into law. In international law, food sovereignty is considered a 
‘right-based’ concept,30 which encompasses several rights such as the right to access 
food, produce food, use land and resources, and live in dignity.31 Food sovereignty 
emphasises local control over food systems and asserts that individuals and communi-
ties should have the ability to determine the methods and sources of food production 
and distribution within their regions. In this context, some scholars have discussed the 

 
25 J Clapp, ‘Food Security and Food Sovereignty: Getting Past the Binary’ (2014) 4 Dialogues in 

Human Geography 206. 
26 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, ‘Trade Reforms and Food Security: 

Conceptualizing the Linkages’ (2003). 
27 In its 2020 Farm to Fork Strategy, the European Commission stated under the section on ‘ensur-

ing food security’ that ‘A sustainable food system must ensure sufficient and varied supply of safe, 
nutritious, affordable and sustainable food to people at all times, not least in times of crisis’ (European 
Commission, ‘Communication: A Farm to Fork Strategy for a fair, healthy, and environmentally-
friendly food system’, COM/2020/381 final). 

28 For further discussion see: M Windfuhr and J Jonsén, Food Sovereignty: Towards Democracy 
in Localised Food Systems (ITDG Publishing 2005); ME Martínez-Torres and PM Rosset, ‘La Vía 
Campesina: The Birth and Evolution of a Transnational Social Movement’ (2010) 37 The Journal of 
Peasant Studies 149; H Wittman, AA Desmarais and N Wiebe (eds), Food Sovereignty: Reconnecting 
Food, Nature and Community (Fernwood Publishing 2010); H Wittman, ‘Food Sovereignty: A New 
Rights Framework for Food and Nature?’ (2011) 2 Environment and Society 87. 

29 Dekeyser, Korsten, and Fioramonti (n 18). 
30 D Sampson and others, ‘Food Sovereignty and Rights-Based Approaches Strengthen Food Se-

curity and Nutrition Across the Globe: A Systematic Review’ (2021) 5 Frontiers in Sustainable Food 
Systems 1. 

31 M C Canfield, ‘Claiming Food Sovereignty: Legal Mobilization in an Era of Global Governance’ 
(2020) 82 Studies in Law, Politics, and Society 119. 
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relationship between food sovereignty and the right to food, emphasising that food 
sovereignty can be seen as a framework that enables the realisation of the right to food 
by promoting sustainable agricultural practices and local control over food systems.32 

At the international level, food sovereignty was officially recognised as a right in 
2018 by the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Other People 
Working in Rural Areas (UNDROP), attributing this right to ‘peasants and other peo-
ple working in rural areas’.33 While endorsed by grassroots movements such as La Via 
Campesina,34 the non-binding nature of UNDROP poses a challenge for its implemen-
tation. Yet, UNDROP refers to various human rights enshrined in international law 
such as the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR),35 the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR),36 the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women,37 and 
several International Labour Organization Conventions.38 In practice, UNDROP pro-
visions have been used in several court cases in conjunction to other international and 
national legal instruments to interpret international human rights standards.39 

Therefore, while discussions around food sovereignty often draw on, critique, or 
expand the dominant food security framework, the two concepts rest on different nor-
mative foundations: food security focuses on access and availability, whereas food sov-
ereignty emphasises control, agency, and the power relations governing food systems. 

 
32 H Wittman, ‘Food Sovereignty: An Inclusive Model for Feeding the World and Cooling the 

Planet’ (2023) 6 One Earth 474. 
33 According to Article 15 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Other 

People Working in Rural Areas (UNDROP): ‘4. Peasants and other people working in rural areas have the 
right to determine their own food and agriculture systems, recognized by many States and regions as the 
right to food sovereignty. This includes the right to participate in decision-making processes on food and 
agriculture policy and the right to healthy and adequate food produced through ecologically sound and 
sustainable methods that respect their cultures. 5. States shall formulate, in partnership with peasants and 
other people working in rural areas, public policies at the local, national, regional and international levels 
to advance and protect the right to adequate food, food security and food sovereignty and sustainable and 
equitable food systems that promote and protect the rights contained in the present Declaration. States 
shall establish mechanisms to ensure the coherence of their agricultural, economic, social, cultural and 
development policies with the realization of the rights contained in the present Declaration’. 

34 European Coordination Via Campesina, ‘How to Implement the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Peasants and Other People Working in Rural Areas (UNDROP) at the European and 
National Level to Promote Peasants’ Rights’ (2024) Policy Brief, at www.eurovia.org. 

35 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights [1966] (ICESCR). 
36 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights [1966] (ICCPR). 
37 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women [1979] 

(CEAFDW) 
38 S Narula, ‘Peasants’ Rights and Food Systems Governance’ in M Alabrese and others, (eds), 

The United Nations’ Declaration on Peasants’ Rights (Routledge 2022). 
39 For an extensive discussion, see: G van Ert and D Shuhaibar, ‘Canadian Cases in Public Inter-

national Law in 2020’ (2021) 58 Canadian Yearbook of International Law/Annuaire canadien de droit 
international; D Kemp and others, ‘Climate Change, Biodiversity, and the Energy Transition: The Po-
tential Role of the UN’s Declaration on Peasants’ Rights’ (2025) 8 One Earth. 

 

https://www.eurovia.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/EN-Sept-2024-ECVC-Policy-Brief-on-UNDROP-in-the-EU.pdf
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Throughout the world, many non-EU countries have integrated the concept of 
food sovereignty into their laws and policies,40 including in their Constitutions.41 
This trend can be observed in a growing number of nation-states, such as Venezuela, 
Senegal, Mali, Nicaragua, Ecuador, Nepal, and Bolivia, where food sovereignty has 
become a foundational principle guiding national agricultural and food policy.42 

Conversely, food sovereignty does not explicitly appear in any EU law. Rather, 
it occasionally surfaces in EU institutional discourse, particularly in non-binding 
policy documents. When referring to food sovereignty, the EU institutions specifi-
cally refer to the EU’s collective capacity to ensure the security and resilience of its 
food system, rather than endorsing national food sovereignty. For instance, in re-
sponse to the war provoked by Russia on Ukrainian territory in 2022, the European 
Committee of the Regions emphasized its support ‘to enhance the EU’s food sover-
eignty and achieve greater autonomy by encouraging regional and local diverse food 
production.’ The war revealed the EU’s structural dependence on external inputs and 
markets, particularly cereals, vegetable oils, fertilisers, and energy, exposing vulner-
abilities in the resilience of its food supply chains.43 As global prices spiked and food 
supply routes were disrupted, EU institutions increasingly invoked EU food sover-
eignty to signal the need to strengthen the Union’s collective capacity to ensure sta-
ble and secure food supplies to reduced reliance on geopolitical hotspots. Similar 
calls have been made by the European Parliament44 and the European Economic and 
Social Committee.45 While the European Commission has also moderately promoted 

 
40 N Bellinger and M Fakhri, ‘The Intersection Between Food Sovereignty and Law’ (2013) 

28 Natural Resources & Environment 45; M Martín López, ‘A Study on the Application of Food Sov-
ereignty in International Law’ (2016) 4 Groningen Journal of International Law 14. 

41 M Edelman (n 16). 
42 JP Muñoz, ‘Constituyente, Gobierno de Transición y Soberanía Alimentaria en Ecuador’ in J 

Gascón and X Montagut (eds), Cambio de Rumbo en las Políticas Agrarias Latinoamericanas? Estado, 
Movimientos Sociales Campesinos y Soberanía Alimentaria (Icaria Editorial 2010) 151; TD Beuchelt 
and D Virchow, ‘Food Sovereignty or the Human Right to Adequate Food: Which Concept Serves 
better as International Development Policy for Global Hunger and Poverty Reduction?’ (2012) 29 Ag-
riculture and Human Values 259. 

43 European Committee of the Regions, ‘Opinion 2023/C 79/05 of 2 March 2023 on safeguarding 
food security and reinforcing the resilience of food systems’; for a more in-depth discussion on the 
topic, see J van Zeben and M Alessandrini, ‘Food “Securitization” and the Climate Crisis: Lessons from 
the EU’s Response to the War in Ukraine’ (2025) 15 Climate Law 72. 

44 Resolution C/2024/483 of the European Parliament of 14 June 2023 on ensuring food security and 
long-term resilience of the EU agriculture (2022/2183INI). Interestingly enough, the European Parliament 
only refers to ‘food sovereignty’; it ‘Stresses the importance of the protection and promotion of local 
communities’ right to food security; deplores, in this context, the fact that land grabbing is rife in many 
countries, which undermines food sovereignty; calls for the EU to strongly support the prevention of land 
grabbing; stresses the importance of launching an inclusive process with the aim of guaranteeing the ef-
fective participation of civil society organisations and local communities in the development, implemen-
tation and monitoring of policies and actions related to land grabbing’ (para 14). 

45 European Economic and Social Committee, ‘Opinion 2022/C 194/10 of 12 May 2022 on food 
security and sustainable food systems (exploratory opinion requested by the French presidency)’.  
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an ‘EU food sovereignty’,46 it firmly stands against any narrative on Member States’ 
national food sovereignty, which could encourage protectionist measures favouring 
domestic food products, with the risk of infringing EU law, notably Articles 34 and 
35 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU). This position 
reflects the Commission’s commitment to preserving the integrity of the EU internal 
market, where the free movement of goods and the prevention of trade barriers re-
main fundamental principles.47 

While national food sovereignty is clearly discouraged under EU law, the con-
cept of EU food sovereignty is gaining increasing prominence within the European 
Commission’s latest agri-food policy. Notably, in its February 2025 ‘Vision for Ag-
riculture and Food’,48 the Commission refers to ‘food sovereignty’ no fewer than 
eight times. These references suggest a discursive shift, indicating a broader recon-
figuration of EU strategic priorities in light of recent geopolitical and environmental 
challenges. In the policy document, the Commission affirms that European food se-
curity, safety, and food sovereignty are ‘non-negotiable’49 and explicitly positions 
food sovereignty as an integral component of the EU’s broader security, competi-
tiveness, and sustainability agenda.50 It further acknowledges that the EU’s current 
food sovereignty is heavily dependent on imported inputs, such as fertilisers, animal 
feed, and energy, often sourced from geographically concentrated regions.51 Reduc-
ing these strategic dependencies and mitigating supply chain vulnerabilities are thus 
presented as key priorities, particularly in the context of the EU’s transition to a low-
carbon, resource-efficient economy. Moreover, the Commission highlights the im-
portance of plant breeding innovations, including the use of biotechnological tools 
such as New Genomic Techniques (NGTs), as key to developing climate-resilient, 
resource-efficient, nutritious, and high-yielding crop varieties. These innovations are 
framed as fundamental to enhancing both food security and food sovereignty within 
the EU.52 

 
46 In its 2024 report on the operation of Regulation (EU) 2018/841, the Commission wrote: ‘Like 

all other sectors, the LULUCF sector plays an important role in achieving the EU 2040 climate ambi-
tion, while contributing to EU food sovereignty and to a sustainable circular bioeconomy’ (European 
Commission, ‘Report from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council on the opera-
tion of Regulation (EU) 2018/841 (“LULUCF Regulation”) pursuant to Article 17(2) as amended by 
Regulation (EU) 2023/839’ COM(2024) 195 final, 9). A similar wording can be found in: European 
Commission, ‘Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the Eu-
ropean Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. Securing our future Eu-
rope’s 2040 climate target and path to climate neutrality by 2050 building a sustainable, just and pros-
perous society’ COM(2024) 63 final. Apart from these few policy documents, references to ‘food sov-
ereignty’ in Commission’s documents are rare. 

47 Staff Working document SWD(2021) 317 final (n 10). 
48 Communication COM/2025/75 final (n 11). 
49 Ibid 2. 
50 Ibid 11. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid 25. 
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However, it is essential to recognise that while the Commission has embraced 
the discourse of food sovereignty, its interpretation remains distinct from the grass-
roots and more nationalist-driven vision associated with movements like La Via 
Campesina. The EU’s Vision, which prioritises strategic autonomy and competitive-
ness, situates food sovereignty within a broader framework of economic and security 
concerns. At the same time, the integration of food sovereignty within the EU’s pol-
icy framework presents significant challenges when considered within the broader 
international legal system. A key tension arises between the rights of States to regu-
late agricultural policies in line with food sovereignty principles and the constraints 
imposed by international trade, which tend to prioritise liberalisation, non-interven-
tion, and market-driven approaches. Ultimately, the Commission’s evolving stance 
suggests that food sovereignty, though not fully aligned with its traditional concep-
tion in other parts of the world, is becoming an increasingly relevant and strategic 
concept within the EU’s agri-food policy. 

3. The CAP’s compatibility with Food Sovereignty principles 

Building on this evolving policy landscape, it becomes essential to examine how the 
concept of food sovereignty interfaces with the EU’s core agricultural policy frame-
work: the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). While the European Commission’s 
recent references to food sovereignty mark a rhetorical shift, a closer look at the CAP 
reveals how, and to what extent, this influential policy instrument supports or under-
mines the principles associated with food sovereignty. The following section ex-
plores the relationship between the CAP and food sovereignty, assessing the policy’s 
potential – and limitations – in advancing such approach within the EU. This analysis 
also lays the groundwork for addressing the central research question of this paper. 

Before delving into the relationship between food sovereignty and the CAP, it is 
first necessary to situate the agri-food sector within its broader European legal con-
text, established by the EU Treaties. These Treaties lay down, in particular, the rules 
governing the ability of both the EU institutions and Member States to legislate on 
agri-food matters. Agriculture is an area of shared competence between the EU and 
its Member States, as outlined in Article 4(2)(d) of the Treaty on the Functioning of 
the European Union (TFEU). In this domain, both the EU and national governments 
may legislate and adopt legally binding acts. However, when the EU exercises its 
competence, it takes precedence, precluding Member States from enacting conflict-
ing national measures unless expressly permitted. This division of powers reflects 
the hybrid nature of the CAP, which is at once a central pillar of EU integration and 
a policy area deeply embedded in national political, economic, and territorial inter-
ests of individual Member States. The exercise of shared competence in agriculture 
is not confined to the CAP alone. Member States may also adopt agri-food legislation 
outside the implementation of the CAP stricto sensu, provided that such measures 
comply with EU internal market rules, competition law, and do not undermine the 
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objectives or functioning of the CAP. This creates an opportunity for national inno-
vation in agricultural and food policy, particularly in areas where EU law is silent, 
permissive, or broadly framed, as illustrated by the French case study. 

The CAP provides a structured framework that defines how agricultural funding 
is allocated and justified, anchoring Member States’ actions within a shared set of 
goals and principles. The core objectives of the CAP are set out in Article 39 of the 
TFEU, and include the aims to increase agricultural productivity, ensuring a fair stand-
ard of living for the agricultural community, stabilising markets, assuring the availa-
bility of supplies, and ensuring that supplies reach consumers at reasonable prices. 
Conceived in the aftermath of World War II – a period marked by food shortages and 
economic instability – the CAP was designed to address pressing concerns around food 
security, economic recovery, and rural development. Its foundational goals reflect a 
dual focus: enhancing agricultural productivity and self-sufficiency and securing fair 
economic conditions for those working in the sector. The emphasis on productivity 
and market stabilisation was intended to boost efficiency, increase output with fewer 
resources, and mitigate price fluctuations, thereby ensuring a stable supply of agricul-
tural goods.53 At the same time, the CAP prioritises safeguarding farmers’ livelihoods 
and guaranteeing consumers access to food at low and stable prices.54 

While increasingly subject to a ‘renationalisation’ process,55 the CAP is still an 
‘EU business’: it is managed and funded at the EU level from the resources of the 
EU’s budget, accounting for approximately 40% of its total expenditure.56 However, 
while the CAP has traditionally operated under a broad, standardised approach to 
agricultural support and rural development across Member States, recent reforms 
indicate a shift in its operational dynamics. The 2023 CAP57 introduces a more flex-
ible and tailored delivery model, moving away from a uniform application of policy 
to a more performance-based approach.58 This shift reflects a broader recognition of 

 
53 Conseil de la Communauté Economique Europénne, Conseil de la Communauté Européenne de 

l’Energie Atomique, ‘Recueil des documents de la conférence agricole des Etats membres de la Com-
munauté Economique Européenne à Stresa du 3 au 12 juillet 1958’ (Secrétariat des conseils des Com-
munautés européennes). 

54 Ibid. For further details, see JA McMahon, EU Agricultural Law and Policy (Edward Elgar 
Publishing 2019). 

55 A Wilkinson, ‘Re-nationalisation: An Evolving Debate’ in R Kjeldahl and M Tracy (eds), Re-
nationalisation of the Common Agricultural Policy? (Institute of Agricultural Economics, Copenhagen 
1994). 

56 R Henke and others, ‘The New Common Agricultural Policy: How do Member States Respond 
to Flexibility?’ (2018) 56 Journal of Common Market Studies 403. 

57 Regulation (EU) 2021/2115 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 2 December 2021 
establishing rules on support for strategic plans to be drawn up by Member States under the common 
agricultural policy (CAP Strategic Plans) and financed by the European Agricultural Guarantee Fund 
(EAGF) and by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) and repealing Reg-
ulations (EU) No 1305/2013 and (EU) No 1307/2013 [Hereinafter CAP Strategic Plans Regulation]. 

58 CAP Strategic Plans Regulation (n 57) recital 3.  
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the diverse context-specific needs of individual Member States, allowing for more 
targeted support.59 

This new model transitions from merely evaluating compliance with procedural 
requirements to focusing on the assessment of performance and outcomes. Member 
States are required to achieve the CAP’s objectives through their respective National 
Strategic Plans (NSP). While the core objectives of the CAP have remained un-
changed through successive reforms, the policy has progressively evolved to address 
new and emerging challenges. Aligned with the broader objectives of the European 
Green Deal (EUGD),60 the 2023 CAP incorporates ten specific objectives that ex-
pand upon the original core objectives outlined in Article 39 TFEU. These objectives 
address environmental, social, and economic dimensions of sustainability, extending 
beyond traditional focuses on productivity and self-sufficiency to include genera-
tional renewal, healthy diets, landscape protection, and knowledge sharing.61 
Through each NSP, each Member State outlines its national strategic priorities, and 
measures for agricultural policy, aiming to achieve targets that go beyond the CAP 
core objectives, and aligning with the broader goals set by the EU.  

Historically, the CAP’s centralised and market-oriented design has limited the 
incorporation of food sovereignty principles within its regulatory framework. In con-
trast, the concept of food security has steadily gained prominence in both policy dis-
course and legal texts. This is exemplified by the 2023 CAP Strategic Plans Regula-
tion, which explicitly affirms that the CAP ‘should keep ensuring food security, 
which should be understood as meaning access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food 
at all times’.62 

This growing divergence in emphasis between food security and food sover-
eignty reflects deeper ideological and policy tensions within the EU agri-food gov-
ernance framework. While EU institutions continue to prioritise food security 
through (mostly) centralised mechanisms aimed at stability, safety, and market effi-
ciency, non-governmental organisations such as La Via Campesina, along with a 
growing body of academic scholarship, challenge this approach by advocating for 
food sovereignty.63 

From this perspective, food sovereignty is not merely a complement to food se-
curity, but a transformative alternative – one that seeks to fundamentally reshape 
food systems by shifting power to local communities, prioritising ecological sustain-
ability, and challenging the dominance of global market forces.64 In contrast to the 

 
59 Ibid recital 107.  
60 European Commission, ‘Communication: The European Green Deal’, COM(2019) 640 final. 
61 CAP Strategic Plans Regulation (n 57) Art 6. 
62 Ibid recital 35. 
63 T Lang and D Barling, ‘Food Security and Food Sustainability: Reformulating the Debate’ 

(2012) 178 The Geographical Journal 313.  
64 JJL Candel and others, ‘Disentangling the Consensus Frame of Food Security: The Case of the 

EU Common Agricultural Policy Reform Debate’ (2014) 44 Food policy 47. 
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trade-oriented food security model, which focuses on global market access and effi-
ciency, food sovereignty emphasises self-determination and local control. Despite 
recent reforms, the CAP largely continues to reflect this trade-oriented approach, 
promoting competitive export agriculture, market liberalisation, and a technocratic 
vision of food governance.65 This contrast underscores the need to assess how, and 
to what extent, the CAP can accommodate such alternative visions. 

When assessed through the lens of food sovereignty, the CAP’s objectives both 
align with and diverge from its principles. Food sovereignty advocates for the right 
of communities to control their food systems, emphasising local production, sustain-
ability, and agroecology.66 This framework provides a critical lens for evaluating the 
CAP’s alignment with more decentralised and equitable agricultural models. While 
several of the CAP’s objectives resonate with the overarching goals of food sover-
eignty, such as promoting sustainable resource management,67 halting biodiversity 
loss,68 and fostering rural development,69 the policy’s predominant reliance on mar-
ket-driven mechanisms and industrial agriculture often conflicts with the core tenets 
of food sovereignty. For instance, the CAP Strategic Plans Regulation sets out the 
aim to support viable farm incomes and enhance resilience in the agricultural sector 
–70 a goal that, in principle, aligns with the food sovereignty objective of ensuring 
economic stability for farmers. However, this aim is typically pursued within a 
framework that favours large-scale, export-oriented agricultural systems, which risks 
undermining the diversity, autonomy, and local control that are central to food sov-
ereignty. In particular, instruments such as hectare-based payments71 tend to dispro-
portionately benefit larger farms, reinforcing structural inequalities and sidelining 
small-scale, diversified producers. Similarly, the CAP’s focus on enhancing market 
orientation, competitiveness, and technological innovation, including research and 
digitalisation,72 stands in tension with the food sovereignty critique of agricultural 
industrialisation. While the CAP promotes an efficiency-oriented, technology-inten-
sive model, food sovereignty advocates instead call for agricultural systems 
grounded in local knowledge, agroecological practices, and diversified farming. This 
contrast reflects fundamentally different visions for the future of agriculture, with 

 
65 RP Lee, ‘The Politics of International Agri-Food Policy: Discourses of Trade-oriented Food 

Security and Food Sovereignty’ (2012) 22 Environmental Politics 216.  
66 See Sec. 2.  
67 CAP Strategic Plans Regulation (n 57) Art 6(e). 
68 Ibid Art 6(f). 
69 Ibid Art 6(g). 
70 Ibid Art 6(a). 
71 In particular, the Basic Income Support for Sustainability (BISS) (CAP Strategic Plans Regula-

tion (n 57) Art 21) and the Complementary Redistributive Income Support for Sustainability (CRISS) 
(CAP Strategic Plans Regulation (n 57) Art 29). 

72 CAP Strategic Plans Regulation (n 57) Art 6(b). 
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food sovereignty prioritising sustainability, cultural relevance, and farmer autonomy 
over productivity and global market integration. 

The CAP’s objective to improve the farmers’ position in the value chain73 pre-
sents a potential alignment with food sovereignty’s call for greater economic justice. 
However, the CAP continues to support structures that disproportionately benefit 
large agribusinesses over smallholder farmers, thus limiting the scope for genuine 
empowerment and local control. Despite the introduction of measures aimed explic-
itly at smaller operations - such as the Complementary Redistributive Income Sup-
port for Sustainability (CRISS),74 which requires the redistribution of direct pay-
ments from larger to smaller or medium-sized holdings offering higher per-hectare 
payments on the first hectares, and the optional Small Farmers Scheme,75 which pro-
vides a flat-rate payment for small farmers in lieu of full compliance requirements - 
these instruments remain under-utilised and under-funded.76 Member States often 
cap CRISS payments at modest levels, and only a minority have adopted the Small 
Farmers Scheme, whose ceiling (€1,250) pales in comparison to direct payments re-
ceived by larger holdings. As a result, smallholders receive only a fraction of total 
CAP outlays even though they account for over half of all European farms.77 This 
imbalance not only perpetuates scale-based inequities but also limits the financial 
resilience and decision-making autonomy of those producers most closely aligned 
with the principles of food sovereignty. 

Furthermore, while the CAP’s focus on climate change mitigation, carbon se-
questration, and resource conservation78 reflects an environmental ethos shared by 
food sovereignty, these goals are often pursued through voluntary and loosely coor-
dinated measures left to Member States, notably via eco-schemes.79 Although eco-
schemes provide payments per hectare for adopting environmentally friendly prac-
tices, their design and implementation vary widely across Member States, often fa-
vouring large-scale producers with greater capacity to comply.80 This fragmented 
approach risks marginalising smallholders, who may face barriers to participation 
due to limited resources or administrative complexity, thereby reducing their ability 
to benefit from or contribute meaningfully to environmental objectives. As a result, 
the CAP’s environmental ambitions, while commendable, do not always translate 

 
73 Ibid Art 6(c). 
74 Ibid Art 29ff. 
75 Ibid Art 28. 
76 M Alessandrini and others, ‘Smallholder Farms in the Sustainable Food Transition: A Critical 

Examination of the New Common Agricultural Policy’ (2024) 33 RECIEL 124. 
77 Ibid. 
78 CAP Strategic Plans Regulation (n 57) Art 6(d). 
79 Ibid Art 31. 
80 T Runge et al, ‘Implementation of Eco-schemes in Fifteen European Union Member States’ 

(2022) 21 Eurochoices 19. 
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into equitable support for small-scale farmers or genuine local stewardship, under-
scoring ongoing tensions between the policy’s stated goals and the realities of its 
implementation. This approach has drawn criticism for failing to adapt to local eco-
logical and social realities.81 The continued promotion of industrial agricultural mod-
els, characterised by large-scale monocultures, high external input use (such as syn-
thetic fertilisers and pesticides), intensive livestock production, and vertically inte-
grated supply chains, recently reaffirmed in the Commission’s latest Vision for Ag-
riculture and Food, further undermines the CAP’s potential to support the ecological 
and socio-political transformation envisioned by food sovereignty advocates. 

In terms of rural development, the CAP’s focus on attracting young farmers, pro-
moting gender equality, and fostering employment in rural areas82 aligns with the 
objectives of food sovereignty, which include social justice and inclusivity. How-
ever, food sovereignty envisions a deeper transformation in governance structures, 
advocating for more localised, participatory decision-making processes in food sys-
tems. While the CAP addresses issues of social inclusion, through measures such as 
support for young farmers, gender equality initiatives, and rural development pro-
grams targeting vulnerable communities, it does so within a highly centralised and 
bureaucratic framework that often limits the extent of local autonomy and decision-
making power. For instance, NSP must align with EU-wide objectives and indica-
tors,83 leaving limited room for communities to define priorities that reflect their 
specific social, cultural, or territorial contexts. Lastly, the CAP’s emphasis on high-
quality, sustainable food production and reducing food waste84 aligns with food sov-
ereignty’s ethical framework; yet, the persistent dominance of industrial farming 
practices raises concerns about the efficacy of these measures in achieving the more 
radical goals of food sovereignty.85 

The CAP continues to push for intensification and mechanisation of production, 
with minimal interventions promoting small farmers’ roles in food supply chains and 
a lack of concrete measures and measurable objectives in their support.86 While the 
new specific objectives of the CAP address a broad range of societal demands, in-
cluding sustainable agricultural production, healthier nutrition, social inclusion and 
local development in rural areas, any reference to the concept of food sovereignty is 
neglected in the legal text. The integration of this concept in the CAP may, in fact, 
exacerbate the decentralisation and renationalisation process of the policy to such an 
extent that reconciling the ‘common’ character of the policy with its core Treaty 

 
81 J Hristov and others, ‘Impacts of the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy “Greening” Reform on 

Agricultural Development, Biodiversity, and Ecosystem Services’ (2020) 42 Applied Economic Per-
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82 CAP Strategic Plans Regulation (n 57) Art 6(h). 
83 Ibid Art 7. 
84 Ibid Art 6(i), 
85 J Clapp, Food (John Wiley & Sons 2020); CR Anderson and others, Agroecology now! Trans-

formations Towards More just and Sustainable Food Systems (Palgrave Macmillan 2021).  
86 M Alessandrini and others (n 67). 
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objectives, and with the principles underpinning food sovereignty, emerges as an 
increasingly complex and contested challenge. 

Therefore, while the CAP’s new objectives reflect some alignment with the prin-
ciples of food sovereignty, particularly in the areas of environmental sustainability 
and social inclusion, the policy’s reliance on market-driven, industrial agriculture 
remains a significant point of divergence. A recent and notable example of how food 
sovereignty principles are being taken up at the national level, outside the framework 
of the CAP, can be seen in France’s new food sovereignty law. This development 
offers a valuable opportunity to assess how national legislation may both align with 
and challenge the EU’s common objectives, particularly in light of the CAP’s evolv-
ing focus on sustainability and subsidiarity. 

4. Food sovereignty in the French law 

In April 2024, the French government proposed a draft Orientation law on ‘agricul-
tural sovereignty and generational renewal in agriculture’,87 aiming at establishing 
agricultural and food sovereignty as a the strategic priority within national public 
policies, which was promulgated in March 2025.88 Far from being an ordinary legal 
measure, French Orientation laws are a special type of law aiming to set out guiding 
or orientation principles in law and policy, such as political objectives. They are 
considered ‘Programming laws’ under Article 34, twenty-first paragraph of the 
French Constitution.89 Due to their broad provisions, Programming laws typically 
require the adoption of additional implementing measures to ensure their effective 
operationalisation.90 Orientation laws in the agri-food sector have been adopted by 
the French legislator since 1960,91 and the latest one, promulgated in March 2025, is 
now the seventh law of this kind. 

This new law, announced by French President Emmanuel Macron in September 
2022, is the result of several stakeholders and public consultations carried out by the 
French government since 2022.92 It has been proposed in a particularly heated social 
context following a series of farmers’ demonstrations across Europe, including in 

 
87 Projet de loi n° 2436 d’orientation pour la souveraineté en matière agricole et le renouvellement 

des générations en agriculture. 
88 Orientation law (n 3).  
89 This has been confirmed by the French Constitutional Council which ruled on the constitutional 

conformity of the Orientation law (Décision n° 2025-876 DC du 20 mars 2025, Loi d’orientation pour 
la souveraineté alimentaire et le renouvellement des générations en agriculture, para 7). 

90 F Terré and N Molfessis, Introduction générale au droit (Dalloz 2023) 490. 
91 Loi n° 60-808 du 5 août 1960 d’orientation agricole. 
92 Ministère de l’Agriculture et de la Souveraineté alimentaire, ‘Concertation sur le pacte et la loi 
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France.93 The explanatory memorandum accompanying the draft law highlights sev-
eral contextual factors underpinning its adoption, including the COVID-19 health 
crisis, the war of invasion led by Russia in Ukraine, and climate change impacts.94 
Against this backdrop, the French government asserts the need to ‘strengthen’95 both 
national and European food sovereignty, framing this objective as one of the ‘strate-
gic priorities’96 of French public policies. 

This strategic prioritisation of food sovereignty is reflected in the structure of the 
adopted law, which dedicates its first title, entitled ‘Regaining France’s Food Sover-
eignty’ to defend its fundamental interests to this objective.97 The concept of food 
sovereignty is primarily articulated in Title I of the law; accordingly, the following 
analysis will focus on the provisions contained within this section. 

In particular, Article 1 places a great emphasis on the concept of food sovereignty 
in French agricultural policy, and amends the Preliminary Section of the French Ru-
ral and Maritime Fishing Code, which sets out the aims of French policies on agri-
culture, food and maritime fishing. Prior to the new Orientation law, ‘food sover-
eignty’ was only mentioned four times by the French Rural and Maritime Fishing 
Code and was defined in vague and general terms. Following the reform, it is now 
referenced fourteen times in the first Articles of the Preliminary Section, accompa-
nied by a significantly expanded and more detailed legal definition.98  

Although already introduced in French law in 2014,99 food sovereignty is now 
given a greater political importance and a more precise meaning with the new Ori-
entation law, prompting three observations. First, food sovereignty is placed at the 
centre of the political priorities of French agriculture law by introducing in the first 
Article of the Rural and Maritime Fishing Code100 the provision that ‘The protection, 
enhancement and development of agriculture and fishing are of major general inter-
est, insofar as they guarantee the nation’s food sovereignty. They are of fundamental 
interest to the nation as essential elements of its economic potential’.101 By claiming 
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that the ‘protection, enhancement, and development of agriculture and fishing’ are 
‘essential elements’ of the nation’s ‘economic potential’, it emphasises the role of 
national food production in boosting the country’s economic growth. 

Second, for the first time in French law, an exhaustive definition of food sover-
eignty is provided. Food sovereignty is defined as ‘maintaining and developing the 
nation’s capacity to produce, process and distribute the agricultural and food prod-
ucts needed to ensure that the entire population has access to a healthy diet, and 
supporting export capacities that contribute to global food security’.102 By focusing 
on the role of the nation to provide food to the whole population and food exporta-
tion, this definition aligns with the common meaning of ‘food security’.103 This def-
inition thus reframes the concept of food sovereignty by focusing on food consump-
tion while omitting the role of (local) producers and communities in food production, 
an element that remains central to the understanding of food sovereignty as advo-
cated by grassroots organisations. 

Third, the law of orientation further details the political priorities and aims of 
French agricultural policies, which are designed to ensure food sovereignty. In par-
ticular, five overarching political priorities are set out:  

- ‘Ensuring the long-term viability and attractiveness of agriculture, as well as 
the renewal of its generations of workers, by facilitating the installation, 
transfer and takeover of farms’;104 

- ‘Ensuring the Nation’s food safety and health, within the framework of food 
policy’;105 

- ‘Ensuring a high level of competitiveness for agriculture’;106 
- ‘Supporting research and innovation, in particular to promote climate and 

environmental transformation in agriculture’;107 
- ‘Ensuring fair remuneration for agricultural workers’.108 
 

 
102 Ibid. Own translation from the French: ‘le maintien et le développement des capacités de la 

Nation à produire, à transformer et à distribuer les produits agricoles et alimentaires nécessaires à l’ac-
cès de l’ensemble de la population à une alimentation saine, et le soutien des capacités exportatrices 
contribuant à la sécurité alimentaire mondiale.’ 

103 See Sec. 2. 
104 Orientation law (n 3) Art 1. Own translation from the French: ‘assurer la pérennité et l’attracti-

vité de l’agriculture ainsi que le renouvellement de ses générations d’actifs, en facilitant l’installation, 
la transmission et la reprise d’exploitations.’ 

105 Ibid. Own translation from the French: ‘assurer, dans le cadre de la politique de l’alimentation, 
la sécurité alimentaire et sanitaire de la Nation.’ 

106 Ibid. Own translation from the French: ‘assurer un haut niveau de compétitivité de l’agricul-
ture.’ 

107 Ibid. Own translation from the French: ‘soutenir la recherche et l’innovation notamment pour 
favoriser les transitions climatique et environnementale de l’agriculture.’ 

108 Ibid. Own translation from the French: ‘assurer la juste rémunération des actifs en agriculture.’ 
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These five priorities are further detailed into twenty-four aims. We propose to 
classify these aims into six distinct categories, each reflecting a distinct policy ori-
entation. Each category, which we will examine below, comprises a set of similar 
objectives that share a common theme, namely: 1) ensuring a similar level playing 
field between French agri-food products and non-EU ones in the global market; 2) 
guaranteeing consumers’ rights to access adequate and nutritious food; 3) addressing 
environmental concerns; 4) ensuring health protection; 5) ensuring the socio-eco-
nomic viability of farming and territorial cohesion; 6) and fostering food literacy and 
empowering consumers. We categorise these six sets of objectives in the below table 
(Table 1). 

 
Categories of objectives Related provisions 

(1) Ensuring a similar level 
playing field between 
French agri-food products 
and non-EU ones in the 
global market 

− ‘Safeguarding and, for the most at-risk sectors, regain France’s 
food sovereignty, by maintaining and developing its production 
systems and its national production, processing and distribution 
sectors as well as their added value, by combining economic, 
social, health and environmental performance and by protecting 
farmers from unfair competition from imported products from 
production systems that do not comply with the standards im-
posed by European regulations’;109 

− ‘Ensuring that all free-trade agreements respect the principle of 
reciprocity and require comparable production conditions for 
market access, as well as a high level of cooperation in terms of 
social, environmental, health and animal welfare standards, with 
a view to ever-stronger consumer protection and the preservation 
of French and European agricultural models and sectors’;110 

− ‘Improving agricultural competitiveness and cooperation at in-
ternational level, supporting export capacities contributing to 
global food security, controlling and reducing import depend-
ency in strategic sectors for food sovereignty, and securing the 
country’s food supplies, giving priority to domestic supply, in 

 
109 Own translation from the French: ‘sauvegarder et, pour les filières les plus à risque, de reconquérir 

la souveraineté alimentaire de la France, en maintenant et en développant ses systèmes de production et 
ses filières nationales de production, de transformation et de distribution ainsi que leur valeur ajoutée, en 
alliant performance économique, sociale, sanitaire et environnementale et en protégeant les agriculteurs 
de la concurrence déloyale de produits importés issus de systèmes de production ne respectant pas les 
normes imposées par la réglementation européenne’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), first aim). 

110 Own translation from the French: ‘veiller, dans tout accord de libre-échange, au respect du 
principe de réciprocité et à une exigence de conditions de production comparables pour ce qui concerne 
l’accès au marché ainsi qu’à un degré élevé d’exigence dans la coopération en matière de normes so-
ciales, environnementales, sanitaires et relatives au bien-être animal, en vue d’une protection toujours 
plus forte des consommateurs et d’une préservation des modèles et des filières agricoles français et 
européen’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), fourth aim). 
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compliance with European Union internal market rules and in-
ternational commitments’.111 

(2) Guaranteeing consumers’ 
rights to access adequate and 
nutritious food 

− ‘Guaranteeing food security to ensure that the entire population 
has access to sufficient, healthy, safe, diversified and nutritious 
food throughout the year, and to help fight food insecurity’;112 

− ‘Responding to demographic growth, by rebalancing terms of 
trade between countries within a European framework and in-
ternational cooperation based on respect for the principle of 
food sovereignty, enabling sustainable and equitable develop-
ment, contributing to the fight against hunger in the world and 
supporting the emergence and consolidation of food auton-
omy in the world’.113 

(3) Addressing environmen-
tal concerns 

− ‘Seeking technical and scientific solutions useful to climate and 
environmental transitions, and supporting farmers in overcom-
ing crises of all kinds in a resilient way that could affect national 
production capacities and food supplies’;114 

− ‘Recognizing and better valorising the positive externalities of 
agriculture, particularly in terms of environmental services 
and land development’;115 

− ‘Preserving and developing the irrigation networks needed for 
sustainable management of agricultural production and land 
use’;116 

− ‘Contributing to energy and climate transitions, by saving en-
ergy and developing low-carbon materials and renewable en-
ergies, as well as ensuring the nation’s energy independence, 

 
111 Own translation from the French: ‘améliorer la compétitivité et la coopération agricoles sur le 

plan international, de soutenir les capacités exportatrices contribuant à la sécurité alimentaire mondiale, 
de maîtriser et de réduire les dépendances aux importations dans les filières stratégiques pour la souve-
raineté alimentaire et de sécuriser les approvisionnements alimentaires du pays, en privilégiant l’appro-
visionnement national, dans le respect des règles du marché intérieur de l’Union européenne et des 
engagements internationaux’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), third aim). 

112 Own translation from the French: ‘garantir une sécurité alimentaire permettant l’accès de l’ensemble 
de la population à une alimentation suffisante, saine, sûre, diversifiée et nutritive, tout au long de l’année, et 
de concourir à la lutte contre la précarité alimentaire’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), second aim). 

113 Own translation from the French: ‘répondre à l’accroissement démographique, en rééquilibrant 
les termes des échanges entre pays dans un cadre européen et de coopération internationale fondé sur 
le respect du principe de souveraineté alimentaire permettant un développement durable et équitable, 
en contribuant à la lutte contre la faim dans le monde et en soutenant l’émergence et la consolidation 
de l’autonomie alimentaire dans le monde’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), fifth aim). 

114 Own translation from the French: ‘rechercher des solutions techniques et scientifiques utiles 
aux transitions climatique et environnementale et d’accompagner les agriculteurs pour surmonter de 
façon résiliente les crises de toute nature susceptibles de porter atteinte aux capacités de production et 
à l’approvisionnement alimentaire nationaux’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art. 1, I., 2, b), sixth aim). 

115 Own translation from the French: ‘reconnaître et de mieux valoriser les externalités positives 
de l’agriculture, notamment en matière de services environnementaux et d’aménagement du territoire’ 
(Orientation law (n 3) Art. 1, I., 2, b), seventh aim). 

116 Own translation from the French: ‘préserver et de développer les réseaux d’irrigation nécessaires à une 
gestion durable de la production et des surfaces agricoles’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), eighth aim). 
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notably by optimising the sustainable use of agricultural and 
agri-food by-products, with a view to the circular economy 
and returning value to farmers’;117 

− ‘Supporting research, innovation and development, particu-
larly in the fields of soil health, seeds, new genomic tech-
niques, varietal selection, agricultural fertilisers, biomass pro-
duction, including forestry, nature-based solutions and reduc-
ing dependence on inputs of all kinds’;118 

− ‘Maintaining a high level of crop protection, by supporting re-
search into economically viable, technically effective and sus-
tainable solutions for farmers, in order to reduce the use of 
plant protection products and, in the absence of such solutions, 
by refraining from banning the use of plant protection prod-
ucts authorised by the European Union’.119 

(4) Ensuring health protec-
tion 

− ‘Contributing to the protection of public health and the health 
of farmers and agricultural workers, by developing preventive 
health care for agricultural workers, and to ensure animal wel-
fare and health, plant health and the prevention of zoonoses, 
taking into account the “one health” approach’.120 

(5) Ensuring the socio-eco-
nomic viability of farming 
and territorial cohesion 

− ‘Encouraging the economically viable establishment of organic 
farms, […] by ensuring that supply and demand on the national 
market are matched, and to achieve the objectives […] in partic-
ular so that organic farming represents 21% of cultivated agricul-
tural land by 1 January 2030’;121 

 
117 Own translation from the French: ‘concourir aux transitions énergétique et climatique, en con-

tribuant aux économies d’énergie et au développement des matériaux décarbonés et des énergies re-
nouvelables ainsi qu’à l’indépendance énergétique de la Nation, notamment par la valorisation optimale 
et durable des sous-produits d’origine agricole et agroalimentaire dans une perspective d’économie 
circulaire et de retour de la valeur aux agriculteurs’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), twelfth aim). 

118 Own translation from the French: ‘soutenir la recherche, l’innovation et le développement, no-
tamment dans les domaines de la préservation de la santé des sols, des semences, des nouvelles tech-
niques génomiques, de la sélection variétale, des fertilisants agricoles, de la production de biomasse, y 
compris sylvicole, des solutions fondées sur la nature et de la réduction des dépendances à l’égard des 
intrants de toute nature’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), thirteenth aim). 

119 Own translation from the French: ‘maintenir un haut niveau de protection des cultures, en sou-
tenant la recherche en faveur de solutions apportées aux agriculteurs économiquement viables, techni-
quement efficaces et compatibles avec le développement durable, afin de diminuer l’usage des produits 
phytopharmaceutiques et, à défaut de telles solutions, en s’abstenant d’interdire les usages de produits 
phytopharmaceutiques autorisés par l’Union européenne’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), 
fourteenth aim). 

120 Own translation from the French: ‘contribuer à la protection de la santé publique et de la santé 
des agriculteurs et des salariés du secteur agricole, en assurant le développement de la prévention sani-
taire des actifs agricoles, et de veiller au bien-être et à la santé des animaux, à la santé des végétaux et 
à la prévention des zoonoses en prenant en compte l’approche “une seule santé’ (Orientation law (n 3) 
Art 1, I., 2, b), nineteenth aim). 

121 Own translation from the French: ‘favoriser l’installation économiquement viable d’exploita-
tions agricoles en agriculture biologique, […] en veillant à l’adéquation entre l’offre et la demande sur 
le marché national, et pour atteindre les objectifs inscrits dans le programme national sur l’ambition en 
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− ‘Maintaining used agricultural land’;122 
− ‘Promoting the European Union’s and France’s protein auton-

omy, by setting a national target of 10% of used agricultural area 
cultivated with legumes by 1 January 2030, and achieving na-
tional protein autonomy by 2050’;123 

− ‘Defining risk prevention and management systems’;124 
− ‘Promoting fruit and vegetable sovereignty through a strategic 

plan’;125 
− ‘Maintaining livestock farming and agropastoralism in France 

and fight against decapitalisation, by means of a strategic plan 
defining production objectives, ensuring the supply of animal 
proteins for the French and maintaining all the environmental, 
social, economic and territorial functions of livestock farming, 
as well as its agronomic complementarities with crop produc-
tion’;126 

− ‘Participating in the balanced and sustainable development of 
regions […], encouraging the territorial integration of the pro-
duction, processing and marketing of agricultural products, 
including the promotion of short supply chains, and encour-
aging product diversity […]’;127 

− ‘Ensuring fair remuneration for farmers, employees and non-
employees in the agricultural and agri-food sectors, as well as 
their working conditions, social protection and quality of life, 

 
agriculture biologique, de manière notamment à ce que l’agriculture biologique représente 21 % de la 
surface agricole utile cultivée au 1er janvier 2030’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), ninth aim). 

122 Own translation from the French: ‘préserver la surface agricole utile’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 
1, I., 2, b), tenth aim). 

123 Own translation from the French: ‘promouvoir l’autonomie de l’Union européenne et de la 
France en protéines, en fixant un objectif national de surface agricole utile cultivée en légumineuses de 
10 % d’ici au 1er janvier 2030 et d’atteinte de l’autonomie protéique nationale en 2050’ (Orientation 
law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), eleventh aim). 

124 Own translation from the French: ‘définir des dispositifs de prévention et de gestion des risques’ 
(Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), fifteenth aim). 

125 Own translation from the French: ‘promouvoir la souveraineté en fruits et légumes par un plan 
stratégique’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), twenty-first aim). 

126 Own translation from the French: ‘assurer le maintien de l’élevage et de l’agropastoralisme en 
France et de lutter contre la décapitalisation, par un plan stratégique déterminant notamment les objec-
tifs de production, en assurant l’approvisionnement en protéines animales des Français et en maintenant 
l’ensemble des fonctionnalités environnementales, sociales, économiques et territoriales de l’élevage 
ainsi que ses complémentarités agronomiques avec les productions végétales’ (Orientation law (n 3) 
Art 1, I., 2, b), twentieth aim). 

127 Own translation from the French: ‘assurer le maintien de l’élevage et de l’agropastoralisme en 
France et de lutter contre la décapitalisation, par un articiper au développement des territoires de façon 
équilibrée et durable concourant notamment à la qualité des services à la population, en prenant en 
compte les situations spécifiques à chaque région, notamment des zones dites “intermédiaires” et des 
zones de montagne, d’encourager l’ancrage territorial de la production, de la transformation et de la 
commercialisation des produits agricoles, y compris par la promotion de circuits courts, et de favoriser 
la diversité des produits par le développement des productions sous des signes d’identification de la 
qualité et de l’origine’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), sixteenth aim). 
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preserving a family farming model, striving for balance in 
trade relations, notably through better sharing of added value, 
and contribute to the collective organisation of stakehold-
ers’;128 

− ‘Recognising and enhancing the role of women in agriculture, 
by ensuring that they can work under a status suited to their 
situation, and are informed and supported in their choice of 
professional practice, with easier access to farm manager sta-
tus and continued training, fair remuneration, and social pro-
tection and action in line with rules adapted to take full ac-
count of the specific nature of the jobs and constraints of 
women farm managers and farm employees […]’;129 

− ‘Ensuring the implementation of a tax system compatible with 
the objective of improving agricultural production poten-
tial’.130 

(6) Fostering food literacy 
and empowering consumers 

− ‘Promoting the assimilation of a general knowledge of food 
and agriculture during childhood and adolescence, emphasis-
ing the cultural, environmental, economic and public health 
implications of food choices’;131 

− ‘Promoting consumer information on where and how agricul-
tural and agri-food products are produced and processed’.132 

 
Table 1. Overview of the objectives defining food sovereignty in the French Orientation law 
 

 
128 Own translation from the French: ‘veiller à une juste rémunération des exploitants, des salariés 

et des non-salariés des secteurs agricole et agroalimentaire ainsi qu’à leurs conditions de travail, leur 
protection sociale et leur qualité de vie, de préserver un modèle d’exploitation agricole familiale, de 
rechercher l’équilibre des relations commerciales, notamment par un meilleur partage de la valeur ajou-
tée, et de contribuer à l’organisation collective des acteurs’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), seven-
teenth aim). 

129 Own translation from French: ‘connaître et de valoriser le rôle des femmes en agriculture, en 
veillant à ce qu’elles puissent exercer sous un statut adapté à leur situation et soient informées et ac-
compagnées dans le choix des modes d’exercice de leur profession, en bénéficiant d’un accès facilité 
au statut de chef d’exploitation, à la formation continue, à une rémunération équitable et à une protec-
tion et une action sociales aux règles adaptées pour tenir pleinement compte des spécificités des métiers 
et des contraintes des femmes chefs d’exploitations et salariées agricoles, notamment par la prise en 
compte de leurs parcours professionnels pour améliorer le calcul des droits à retraite’ (Orientation law 
(n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), eighteenth aim). 

130 Own translation from French: ‘veiller à mettre en œuvre une fiscalité compatible avec l’objectif 
d’amélioration du potentiel productif agricole’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), twenty-fourth aim). 

131 Own translation from French: ‘favoriser l’acquisition pendant l’enfance et l’adolescence d’une 
culture générale de l’alimentation et de l’agriculture, en soulignant les enjeux culturels, environnemen-
taux, économiques et de santé publique des choix alimentaires’ (Orientation law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), 
twenty-second aim). 

132 Own translation from French: ‘promouvoir l’information des consommateurs quant aux lieux 
et aux modes de production et de transformation des produits agricoles et agroalimentaires’ (Orientation 
law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), twenty-third aim). 
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This long list of aims, which together define the French conception of ‘food sov-
ereignty’, prompts a number of observations. First, the law makes very few refer-
ences to food sovereignty’s values as understood by peasant organisations. Grass-
roots movements have consistently emphasised the right of peoples to define their 
own food and agriculture systems, prioritising smallholder autonomy, agroecology, 
and the central role of local communities in shaping food production and distribu-
tion. The only aims which seem to align with these values are the ones referring to 
ensuring a fair remuneration to a number of actors involved in food production, rec-
ognising the role of women, and the promotion of short supply chains.133 Instead, the 
concept of ‘food sovereignty’ as operationalised in the law is more closely linked to 
a set of objectives that reflect broader State priorities, such as economic resilience, 
technological innovation, and national security. This indicates a shift in emphasis 
from food sovereignty as a people-centred, transformative paradigm to one primarily 
oriented around safeguarding national agricultural capacity and boosting productiv-
ity. As such, the French version of food sovereignty appears to reflect a state-led 
reinterpretation of the concept, with only partial alignment with the emancipatory 
goals advocated by grassroots actors. 

Second, from a food production perspective, these aims revolve around the need 
to protect France’s food production capacity in a context of globalised trade, while 
complying with its international and European obligations. In particular, the stated aim 
is to encourage continued food production in France to reduce its dependence on cer-
tain products, and to protect French farmers from anti-competitive practices. However, 
this does not imply protectionism tout-court, as the aims clearly stress the need to con-
tinue exporting products, while ensuring the country’s production capacities. 

Third, although the aims are formally framed as contributing to the achievement 
of France’s food sovereignty, the law also simultaneously reflects a conceptual and 
ideological alignment with the paradigm of food security. For instance, one of these 
aims stresses the need to ‘Guaranteeing food security to ensure that the entire popu-
lation has access to sufficient, healthy, safe, diversified and nutritious food through-
out the year, and to help fight food insecurity’134 and to ‘Responding to demographic 
growth, by rebalancing terms of trade between countries within a European frame-
work and international cooperation based on respect for the principle of food sover-
eignty […]’.135 

Fourth, this combination of ideals of food sovereignty and food security in the 
law make the aims of the law rather ambiguous. The law for example provides the 
aim of ‘promoting fruit and vegetable sovereignty’, which echoes the other aim of 

 
133 Orientation law (n 3), aims sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth. 
134 Ibid Art 1(I)(2)(b), second aim. 
 
135 Ibid Art 1(I)(2)(b), fifth aim. 
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‘Promoting the European Union’s and France’s protein autonomy by setting a na-
tional target of 10% of used agricultural area cultivated with legumes by 1 January 
2030, and achieving national protein autonomy by 2050’.136 This understanding of 
food sovereignty may trigger the question of whether achieving ‘protein autonomy’ 
or ‘fruit and vegetable sovereignty’ would lead to reducing trade between France and 
other non-EU countries for certain food products. In this context, food sovereignty 
may be interpreted primarily as France’s capacity for self-sufficiency in the produc-
tion of certain foods, a notion that could, at first glance, resonate with the under-
standing of food sovereignty advocated by peasant organisations. However, when 
these objectives are examined alongside others that are more clearly grounded in the 
food security paradigm, the coherence of this interpretation becomes less certain. 
The emphasis on self-sufficiency risks being decoupled from the broader principles 
of democratic control over food systems, social justice, and ecological sustainability 
that define food sovereignty in its grassroots conceptualisation. This raises important 
questions about whether, and to what extent, the pursuit of national food self-suffi-
ciency within the current policy framework is truly compatible with the agenda un-
derpinning food sovereignty. 

5. Discussion  

This discussion explores how the newly proposed French law on ‘food sovereignty’ 
positions itself vis-à-vis the overarching goals and regulatory constraints of the CAP, 
with particular attention to (5.1) the evolving semantics of ‘food sovereignty’; (5.2) 
the exercise of national policy space under EU law; and (5.3) the convergence and 
tension between the French law’s objectives and those of the CAP. 

5.1. The evolving semantics of ‘food sovereignty’ 

Originally articulated by peasant movements such as La Via Campesina, the concept 
of food sovereignty foregrounds democratic control over food systems, the auton-
omy of small-scale producers, the use of agroecological practices, and the preserva-
tion of cultural and agricultural diversity. In contrast, the French law introduces a 
broader vision of ‘food and agricultural sovereignty’ that merges these grassroots 
principles with state-centric objectives, including agricultural competitiveness, tech-
nological modernisation, and workforce renewal. While certain provisions – such as 
commitments to fair farmer remuneration, the recognition of women’s contributions 
in agriculture, and support for short food supply chains – echo elements of the peas-
ant-led food sovereignty agenda, the overall trajectory of the law closely aligns with 

 
136 Own translation from the French: ‘promouvoir l’autonomie de l’Union européenne et de la 

France en protéines, en fixant un objectif national de surface agricole utile cultivée en légumineuses de 
10 % d’ici au 1er janvier 2030 et d’atteinte de l’autonomie protéique nationale en 2050’ (Orientation 
law (n 3) Art 1, I., 2, b), eleventh aim). 
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CAP narratives on productivity, resource efficiency, and generational turnover. No-
tably, the French law tends to blur the conceptual distinction between food security, 
which is traditionally oriented around availability, affordability, and trade, and food 
sovereignty, which emphasises structural justice, local autonomy, and participatory 
governance. This conceptual conflation raises concerns regarding clarity and norma-
tive intent: do the proposed measures genuinely aim to empower local producers and 
democratise food systems, or do they function primarily as State instruments to pre-
serve France’s market share and agri-food competitiveness under the guise of food 
sovereignty? 

By integrating bottom-up principles within a top-down institutional framework, 
and focusing on aims which are conflicting with the peasant-led understanding of 
food sovereignty, the French Orientation law risks diluting the transformative and 
emancipatory essence of food sovereignty. Rather than serving as a vehicle for sys-
temic change, the concept is recast as a marker of national capacity and resilience, 
potentially reducing food sovereignty to a strategic policy label serving capitalist 
interests137 rather than a substantive shift in power relations and governance struc-
tures within food systems. 

5.2. The exercise of national policy space under EU law 

With this new agricultural Orientation law, France frames its political ambitions in 
the agri-food sector around the concept of food sovereignty. At first glance, it could 
seem ordinary that as an EU Member State, France uses its ability to set out its own 
agri-food policy at national level. The TFEU provides that the EU and the Member 
States have a shared competence on agricultural matters,138 allowing both the EU 
and Member States to legislate and adopt legally binding acts,139 although Member 
States can only use their competence to the extent that the EU has not exercised its 
competence yet.140 At the national level, France adopted agricultural Orientation 
laws as early as 1960,141 coinciding with the establishment of the European Eco-
nomic Community, the precursor to the European Union. From this vantage point, 
France has historically exercised its sovereign authority to determine its own agri-
food priorities, even as the EU has progressively shaped EU-wide agri-food policy 
through successive reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), which have 
in turn influenced France’s political orientation in this domain. However, the adop-
tion of the new Orientation law may also signal a deliberate political intention by 

 
137 Here, we globally understand ‘capitalist interests’ as the accumulation of profit by actors (such 

as businesses and the State) and the pursuit of profit through commodification. 
138 Art 4 (2) (d) TFEU. 
139 Art 2 (2) TFEU. 
140 Ibid. 
141 Loi n° 60-808 (n 91). 
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French authorities to assert a distinct national stance, thereby delineating their policy 
from that of the EU.142 

However, the leeway given to EU Member States, including France, to adopt 
their own agricultural policies and laws within the EU is particularly constrained. 
Despite the division of legislative powers between the EU and the Member States in 
agricultural matters, Member States are bound by a number of obligations laid down 
in the EU Treaties, including the objectives of the CAP as set forth in Title III of the 
TFEU,143 as well as the internal market rules prohibiting quantitative restrictions be-
tween Member States.144 In this context, France’s ambition to enshrine a distinctly 
national agri-food policy through its Orientation law sits uneasily alongside EU 
Treaty rules, EU internal market principles and state-aid145 disciplines. This tension 
is particularly relevant in the present case, where France explicitly invokes the con-
cept of food sovereignty to shape its national agri-food policy, a concept that the 
European Commission approaches with considerable scepticism regarding its appli-
cation at the Member State level.146 

5.3. Between alignment and friction: The French law vs. the CAP 

While some of the aims enumerated in the French law may appear innovative in 
relation to the obligations set out in the EU Treaties, they are not novel in relation to 
the agri-food political aims of the European Commission. For instance, in its latest 
agri-food policy setting out a ‘Vision for Agriculture and Food’, the Commission 
acknowledges that ‘farmers in the EU are increasingly concerned by unfair global 
competition and lack of reciprocity’147 and the need to elaborate ‘reciprocity 
measures’ for the livestock sector.148 While using a similar wording, the French Ori-
entation law calls for ‘ensuring that all free-trade agreements respect the principle of 

 
142 A similar, yet more radical understanding of food sovereignty is proposed by T Pouch and M 

Raffray who define it at French level as the ‘political and economic ability to determine what agricul-
tural and food products should be produced on its territory, without referring to any supreme or supra-
national authority’ (own translation from the French: ‘aptitude politique et économique, à déterminer 
ce qu’il convient de produire comme biens agricoles et alimentaires sur son territoire, sans en référer à 
une quelconque instance suprême ou supranationale’ (T Pouch, M Raffray, ‘Politique agricole et sou-
veraineté alimentaire’ in V Chatellier and others, Politiques agricoles. Théories, histoires, réformes, 
expériences (Classiques Garnier 2025) 1, 162). 

143 Arts 38-44 TFEU. 
144 Arts 34, 35 and 36 TFEU. 
145 EU state aid rules are codified primarily in Articles of the TFEU. They are designed to prevent 

Member States from giving financial advantages to domestic enterprises that could distort competition 
and disrupt the level playing field within the internal market. While exceptions exist (e.g. for services 
of general economic interest, crisis aid, or under the Agricultural Block Exemption Regulation), the 
overall effect is to limit national autonomy in subsidizing sectors like agriculture, even when framed 
under food sovereignty goals. 

146 Staff Working Document SWD(2021) 317 final (n 10). 
147 Communication COM/2025/75 final (n 11) 11. 
148 Ibid 16. 
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reciprocity and require comparable production conditions for market access’.149 Sim-
ilarly, French and European objectives seem to converge regarding the goal of pro-
tein autonomy. On one hand, France aims to promote both the EU’s and France’s 
protein autonomy by setting specific target to achieve such goal,150 while on the other 
hand, the Commission acknowledges the EU’s reliance on imports concerning pro-
tein supply, and proposes to develop a comprehensive plan to ‘create a more self-
sufficient and sustainable EU protein system, while at the same time diversifying 
imports’.151 Another instance in which France’s goals converge with the EU’s per-
tains to organic farming. The Orientation law includes the objective of achieving 
21% of organic farming by 1 January 2030, which echoes the EU objective of achiev-
ing 25% of the EU’s agricultural land under organic farming by 2030, set out in the 
European Commission’s ‘Farm to Fork’ strategy in 2020. 

From a legal perspective, although the EU’s complex regulatory framework ap-
pears to leave limited room for autonomous national agri-food policymaking, the 
2023 CAP reform marks a notable departure from this centralised logic. It introduces 
a more decentralised governance model that enhances Member States’ flexibility in 
implementing the CAP. In particular, the reform grants Member States increased 
discretion in the design and execution of national agri-food policies through the de-
velopment of national plans. Although there is no explicit reference to food sover-
eignty in the French NSP,152 the Orientation law appears to capitalise on this flexi-
bility by bolstering the domestic self-sufficiency of certain agricultural products; 
calling for all free-trade agreements to respect the principle of reciprocity and requir-
ing comparable production conditions for market access; and guaranteeing food se-
curity to the national population.  

In particular, a close reading of the French law’s aims reveals substantial overlap 
with the CAP’s ten specific objectives under the 2023 reform: sustainable produc-
tivity, climate-smart agriculture, generational renewal, rural vitality, and food secu-
rity, among others. Both frameworks share a commitment to ensuring farm viability, 
improving resilience in the agricultural sector, promoting sustainability, and address-
ing climate change. The French law’s aim to maintain national food production sys-
tems while safeguarding farmers from unfair international competition closely aligns 

 
149 Orientation law (n 3) Art 1(I)(2)(b), sixth aim. 
150 Ibid Art 1(I)(2)(b), twentieth aim. 
151 Communication COM/2025/75 final (n 11) 11. 
152 The French NSP only mentions once the concept of sovereignty – and not food sovereignty – 

arguing that: ‘protein-rich crops are a lever for meeting environmental and climate challenges, while 
improving the sovereignty of France and, more broadly, the European Union’ (own translation from 
the French: ‘les cultures riches en protéines constituent un levier pour relever les défis environnemen-
taux et climatiques tout en améliorant la souveraineté de la France, et plus largement, de l’Union eu-
ropéenne’ (Ministère de l’Agriculture et de la souveraineté alimentaire, ‘Plan Stratégique National de 
la PAC 2023-2027’, 540). 
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with CAP’s objective to ‘support viable farm income and resilience’.153 Similarly, 
the French law’s emphasis on food security echoes the CAP’s commitment to market 
stability and consumer access.154 In addition, both the French law and the CAP rules 
refer to various weak environmental measures promoting biodiversity, carbon reduc-
tion, and efficient natural resource use,155 whose effectiveness is questionable in re-
lation to other economic objectives, such as increasing competitiveness.156 

Overall, the CAP does not explicitly adopt ‘food sovereignty’ as a policy objec-
tive, but it remains indirectly embedded through the principles of subsidiarity and 
Member State discretion. In contrast, the French law embraces a more explicitly ter-
ritorially grounded conception of food sovereignty, emphasizing the maintenance 
and development of national production systems, including processing and distribu-
tion sectors. This approach, however, does not entirely depart from the CAP’s mar-
ket-oriented model. Rather, the French law selectively integrates various aims gen-
erally oriented towards market competitiveness while foregrounding domestic food 
autonomy. Specifically, the French legislation places emphasis on protecting na-
tional agriculture from unfair competition by requiring compliance with EU-
equivalent standards for imported products, asserting the principle of reciprocity in 
trade agreements, and advancing strategic self-sufficiency in critical sectors such as 
protein production, irrigation infrastructure, and livestock farming. This articulation 
of food sovereignty reflects a more defensive and protectionist orientation toward 
globalisation, aiming to shield national food systems from the volatility of interna-
tional markets.  

Where the divergence becomes most pronounced is in the underlying normative 
framework. The CAP continues to be anchored in a liberalised, competitiveness-
driven paradigm that prioritises market efficiency, international trade, and techno-
logical innovation. While environmental and social objectives have been increas-
ingly integrated into the CAP’s structure, they remain subordinated to economic pri-
orities and are implemented within a framework that supports large-scale, export-
oriented production models. This contrast underscores a broader tension between 
national strategies aimed at reclaiming policy space in food governance and supra-
national agricultural regulation grounded in liberal market integration. 

 
153 CAP Strategic Plans Regulation (n 57) Art 6(1)(a). 
154 Ibid Art 6(1)(b). 
155 Respectively Art 1, I., 2, b) of the Orientation law (n 3), eighth, twelfth and thirteenth aims, and 

Art 6(1) (d), (e) and (f) of the CAP Strategic Plans Regulation (n 57). 
156 Respectively Art 1, I., 2, b) of the Orientation law (n 3), third aim, and Art 5(a) and 6(b) of the 

CAP Strategic Plans Regulation (n 57). For a discussion on the incoherency between the aim of com-
petitiveness and other environmental aims of the CAP, see: B Garske, A Bau and F Ekard, ‘Digitaliza-
tion and AI in European Agriculture: A Strategy for Achieving Climate and Biodiversity Targets?’ 
(2021) 13 Sustainability 1. 
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6. Final remarks 

While France is the only Member State to have adopted a dedicated Orientation law 
explicitly centred on ‘food sovereignty’, similar political and regulatory dynamics 
are emerging elsewhere in the EU and merit systematic study. Spain’s Ley 
16/2021,157 which substantially amended the Ley 12/2013 de la Cadena Alimen-
taria,158 aims to protect domestic producers, correct power imbalances along the sup-
ply chain, and secure the national food supply, and has been discussed as a step to-
ward a more sovereignty-oriented agri-food model. In Italy, several legislative pro-
posals explicitly invoke this concept. Notably, the bill ‘Coltivaitalia’ seeks to rein-
force national agricultural production with an investment of around one billion 
euro,159 while the bill on the protection of Italian food products, approved by the 
Council of Ministers on 9 April 2025, introduces stronger sanctions against food 
fraud and practices linked to ‘Italian Sounding’.160 Both initiatives frame domestic 
production and territorial protection as central goals, echoing the themes present in 
the French Orientation law. 

In this contribution, we highlight that the CAP’s shift toward flexibility was in-
tended to allow better tailoring of interventions to national and local contexts. In 
theory, this ‘renationalisation’ could create fertile ground for genuine national food 
sovereignty approaches, which enable measures such as public procurement from 
local smallholders, legal protection for peasant rights, or community land trusts. In 
practice, however, the dominance of the internal market objective and state-aid rules 
places strict limits on policies that might impede cross-border trade or constitute 
prohibited subsidies. Thus, while the CAP framework allows for national food sov-
ereignty ambitions, it simultaneously constrains them, ensuring that national 
measures remain bound by common rules on competition and market access.  

As a result, national measures must operate within a tightly regulated legal 
framework that requires consistency with EU-wide rules on trade, competition, and 
state aid. The French case illustrates this delicate balance: while the Orientation law 
signals a political ambition to assert national agri-food sovereignty, its practical im-
plementation will depend on its ability to comply with the binding legal obligations 
imposed by the EU agri-food legislation. This tension, on the one hand, highlights a 
broader structural challenge in the EU’s multi-level governance of food systems, 
namely, how to accommodate increasing demands for the formulation of national 

 
157 Ley 16/2021, de 14 de diciembre, por la que se modifica la Ley 12/2013, de 2 de agosto, de 

medidas para mejorar el funcionamiento de la cadena alimentaria («BOE» núm. 299, de 15 de 
diciembre de 2021). 

158 Ley 12/2013, de 2 de agosto, de medidas para mejorar el funcionamiento de la cadena 
alimentaria («BOE» núm. 185, de 03/08/2013). 

159 Disegno di legge 17 ottobre 2025, n. 2670, in materia di ‘Misure di consolidamento e sviluppo 
del settore agricolo’. 

160 Disegno di legge 9 aprile 2025, n. 1519-supplemento, in materia di ‘Difesa dei prodotti alimen-
tari italiani’. 
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agri-food policies within a deeply integrated and market-oriented legal framework. 
On the other hand, it underscores the need for a renewed dialogue on how flexibility 
within the CAP can be effectively leveraged to support diverse, context-specific 
pathways toward sustainable and resilient food systems. 

Future research should examine whether these national initiatives amount to 
functional equivalents of the French approach, how they rely on the post-2023 CAP 
flexibility, and the extent to which they interact with internal market, competition, 
and state aid constraints. Such a comparative inquiry would clarify whether France 
represents an isolated case or the first example of a broader trend in which Member 
States selectively reinterpret CAP objectives through the politically charged lan-
guage of food sovereignty. As the CAP continues to evolve, understanding how 
Member States use this renewed flexibility will be central to assessing whether food 
sovereignty claims reinforce, reshape, or challenge the direction of EU agri-food 
governance. 
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