
PUBLISHED DESCRIPTIONS & PROJECT EXAMPLES



What colleagues have published 
about the Sustainable Food Lab

1. Collaboration to address smallholder challenges in 
vanilla production
2. Work with an Australian wheat supply chain to 
improve farm adaptation to climate change while 
decreasing greenhouse gas emissions

Plus two project examples:

EXCERPTS FROM PUBLICATIONS

PROJECT EXAMPLES



EXCERPTS FROM PUBLICATIONS

Since its inception, the Sustainable Food Lab has been 

the subject of study and commentary by some of the 

most respected and insightful thinkers in the fields of 

management, ecology, agriculture, and systems-

change theory. Several of these individuals, such as 

Peter Senge and Adam Kahane, were directly involved 

in the establishment of the Food Lab.

The following are some excerpts, edited and 

formatted for brevity and readability, followed by two 

project examples.



“In 2004, Unilever and Oxfam were joined by over thirty multinational food companies, global and local 
NGOs, major foundations, and government representatives from the Netherlands, the European 
Commission and Brazil in a novel experiment called the Sustainable Food Lab. 

The aim was to bring “sustainability to mainstream food supply chains,” using a new process to foster 
collaborative learning across the supply chain. 

“Global food production is a classic case of a system out of control,” says Hal Hamilton, co-director of 
the Sustainable Food Lab. “No one intends their decisions to result in a system that is unsustainable. 
Individuals make the best decisions possible, but they are doing so in a system that is critically 
fragmented.”

The word politics comes from the Greek word polis, the gathering place where citizens came together to 
talk about the issues of the day. What I see happening in projects like the Sustainable Food Lab, is a 
rebirth of the polis, people coming together, reaching toward one another across their differences 
rather than being driven apart by those differences. 

It is hard for me to imagine effectively confronting the host of imbalances in our
present way of living together on the planet without recovering this capacity for
dialogue.”

Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline 



“The Sustainable Food Lab was launched with the purpose of making mainstream 
food systems more sustainable. The lab brings together leaders from more than 
sixty businesses, governments, farm groups, and NGOs with this explicit focus. 

Although a sustainable food system is at the heart of its work, the group realizes 
that perspectives on what it means to be sustainable differ substantially among the 
institutions, business, and organizations represented in the lab. 

One of the challenges for the lab team is to use these
differing perspectives and priorities as a catalyst for shared
learning and significant innovations in the system.”

Otto Scharmer and Katrin Kaufer, Leading 
from the Emerging Future 



“[Through the Sustainable Food Lab] Senior managers from food businesses and social and 

environmental NGOs spent time in each others’ organizations and traveled together to see aspects of 

the food system they had never seen. Corporate executives visited farmer co-ops and social activists saw 

the operations of multi-national food companies. 

“This almost never happens in our normal busy focus on tasks and results,” says Andre van Heemstra, a 

member of the management board at Unilever and the founding Lab team. 

Gradually, as business and NGO partners got to understand one another better as people and as 

professionals, the cognitive dissonance between them became less, and the power of their differing 

views grew. 

“We do see the world very differently, and that is our greatest strength,” said a corporate participant 

about a year into the process. 

Today the Lab has become a powerful incubator for collaborative projects, such as companies and NGOs 

learning together how to manage global supply chains for long-term reliability based on the health of 

farming communities and ecologies. ”

Peter Senge, Hal Hamilton & John Kania,

“The Dawn of System Leadership”*

* Stanford Social Innovation Review, Winter 2015



Adam Kahane, Power and Love 
The people who joined us cared about these issues, were entrepreneurial and action oriented, and had reached 
the limit of what they could do alone and so were eager to enter into new partnerships. 

The potential of the Food Lab to create innovations to shift global food systems arose primarily from this 
potential to create new, trusting connections among leading actors. “Social innovation arises not only from new 
ideas,” says Angela Wilkinson of the University of Oxford, “but from new networks of relationships.” 

Hal Hamilton said, “The Sustainable Food Lab is now far enough along, and its members influential enough, to 
measure project results in large numbers: hundreds of millions of dollars, millions of acres, tens of thousands of 
people. 

“These results are important but can be distracting,” he added.  “The world is
littered with success stories with ‘measurable outputs’ that don’t add up to systemic
change. The role of the Lab is to connect these leaders to one another, to support
them in their organizational and project roles, and to nurture the shared space in
which they grow in their capacities to lead the whole system.” 



Overview & Vanilla Example
June 2016

PROJECT 1
Smallholder Value Chains:
Leveraging Trade for Development Impact



The Sustainable Food Lab facilitates a global network scaling 
sustainability, equity, and inclusion in the mainstream food system
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Sustainable Vanilla Initiative

Co-led by the Sustainable Food Lab and  
Sustainable Trade Initiative (IDH)

Has organized over 70% of the global vanilla business

Has organized over 70% of the global 
vanilla business

SUSTAINABLE VANILLA INITIATIVE
Co-led by the Sustainable Food Lab and the 
Sustainable Trade Initiative (IDH)



Sustainable Vanilla Initiative

Co-led by the Sustainable Food Lab and  
Sustainable Trade Initiative (IDH)

Has organized over 70% of the global vanilla business
About Madagascar Farmers: 
•Madagascar is among poorest countries in the world.
•Farm size range 0.5 – 2 hectares.
•Farmers are largely dependent on vanilla for their annual cash income.
•Most (88%) also report insufficient income to cover minimum daily needs. 
•Nearly all vanilla farmers (92%) report food insecurity three months or more per year. 

Source: Field visits, websites of companies, 2013 FairFood International Report

80,000 vanilla producers in Madagascar 
produce 80% of world’s real vanilla.

Sustainable Vanilla Initiative convenes all major vanilla 
buyers and traders for sector transformation
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Boom and Bust Market: during the boom period of the market, high prices for a crop grown in poor rural 
communities stimulates theft of vanilla from farms, causing farmers to pick early to protect their beans, leading to 
poor quality vanilla. High prices and low quality – in a market with a synthetic alternative – reduces demand just as 
new supply enters the market, leading to extreme market bust. And then the cycle repeats.
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Boom and 
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amplified by 

theft / quality 
trap

CHALLENGES have to be very clear so that diverse 
players can mount a coordinated response.
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SOLUTIONS vary and many require coordination among 
buyers, traders & the Madagascar government

• Enforcement of laws
• Direct contracting
• Quality standards
• Technical support to farmers
• Diversification of farm income sources



Companies are stimulating the creation of basic rules for market functioning, from 
which sustainability can become a shared goal. 

All the key players are also beginning to discuss how living incomes for very poor vanilla 
farmers might be achieved.



Overview & Example

PROJECT 2
Australia Wheat Pilot, initiated with Mars Petcare
Adaptation. Mitigation. Sequestration



AUSTRALIAN CROP FARMING



Without much more rapid adoption of soil-building practices, 
future climate shocks and longer gaps between good and bad 
years put farms at an increased risk.



Journey so far, beginning with
1. Develop partnerships with local companies and farmers
2. Hire local agronomist
3. Collect baseline data
4. Identify improvement opportunities with partners
5. Set targets and co-develop 5 year implementation plans



1. Add additional company collaborators
2. Increase reach from 30 to 200 farmers
3. Increase impact from 105,000 to 700,000 hectares
4. Improve soil organic matter by .1%
5. Decrease GHG emissions by 27%

5-Year Program



Putting it all together 

Provide some 
incentive 

1:1 technical 
consultation

Measure and 
understand
where the 

opportunities
are? 

Collaborate to scale
and overcome 

barriers to adoption

Farmer Learning 
Network 




