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Food Systems in the New World (Dis)order:
Strategic Interdependence and the Geopolitics of Food

1. Introduction

Over recent decades, the global food system has rested on three mutually reinforcing pillars:
increasing market integration, the availability of relatively low-cost energy, and a
comparatively stable geopolitical environment. Trade integration encouraged productive
specialization, the expansion of global value chains, and lower average procurement costs,
enabling countries to import food at relatively low prices and export according to their
comparative advantages. This configuration increased the overall efficiency of the system
while deepening interdependence and, with it, exposure to external shocks (Clapp, 2016; Puma
et al.,, 2015). Low-cost energy supported the entire agrifood system, from agricultural
production and processing to transport and long-distance distribution (Baffes, 2007; FAO,
2011). Finally, relative geopolitical stability contributed to the continuity of trade routes and

the predictability of international exchange (Rodrik, 2011; SIPRI, 2020).

Recent shocks have affected all three pillars simultaneously. Geopolitical tensions and armed
conflicts have made trade flows less predictable; the energy crisis has increased costs
throughout agrifood value chains; climate change has intensified production risks; and
disruptions to transport and logistics have exposed the vulnerability of globally integrated
supply networks. At the same time, growing distrust of international markets has led many
governments to reconsider the extent to which food security should depend on external
suppliers and globally organized value chains. What is changing, therefore, is not simply the
level or volatility of food prices, but the political and strategic environment within which food

markets operate.

The evolution of international food prices illustrates this combination of continuity and change.
Since the 2007-08 commodity-price crisis, the FAO Food Price Index has been subject to
repeated episodes of sharp volatility, culminating in the record high of March 2022. The
subsequent decline does not by itself imply a return to the pre-2020 configuration. In March
2026, the FAO Food Price Index stood at 128.5 points, 2.4% above the previous month and
1.0% above March 2025, although still below its March 2022 maximum (FAO, 2026a). More

importantly, persistently high levels of food insecurity indicate that the present problem cannot



be reduced to a temporary inflationary episode. In 2025, approximately 2.1 billion people
experienced moderate or severe food insecurity and around 645 million people faced hunger
(FAO et al., 2026). Despite recent improvement, both indicators remain above pre-pandemic

levels, and the world remains far off track to achieve SDG 2 by 2030.

The central issue is therefore increasingly one of vulnerability rather than aggregate scarcity
alone. Even where food remains available at the global level, access may be compromised by
high prices, declining real incomes, import dependence, logistical bottlenecks, conflict, and
limited state capacity to protect vulnerable groups. The consequences of food-system
instability are consequently highly uneven across countries and social groups, particularly for
low-income households and net food-importing economies (OECD, 2023; UNCTAD, 2024;
FSIN and GNAFC, 2025).

These developments also require a broader analytical perspective. Economic analysis has
traditionally approached food policy primarily in terms of efficiency, welfare, and distribution.
These dimensions remain essential, but they are no longer sufficient to explain contemporary
policy choices. Food is increasingly embedded in questions of economic security, strategic
autonomy, geopolitical competition, and domestic political stability (Baldwin, 2020; Drezner,
2024; Dalheimer et al., 2026; Romano, 2026). More broadly, food has never been merely an
economic good: it is also a field in which development, technology, power, cultural identities,

status, and social conflict interact (Leach et al., 2020).

This paper argues that the shocks of recent years, interacting with longer-term structural
pressures, particularly those associated with climate change, are accelerating the emergence of
a new phase in the governance of the global food system. This phase does not imply a retreat
from international interdependence. Rather, it is characterized by an interdependent system that
is more unstable, selectively fragmented, and increasingly governed by considerations of risk,
resilience, security, and unequal access. Governments increasingly evaluate suppliers, trade
routes, technologies, and economic partners not only in terms of cost and comparative
advantage, but also according to their reliability, substitutability, and strategic vulnerability.
The underlying shift is therefore not from globalization to self-sufficiency, but from an
efficiency-centered organization of interdependence toward its more explicit management
under systemic and geopolitical risk. I refer to this emerging configuration as strategic
interdependence: continued reliance on cross-border exchange combined with more explicit

management of reliability, substitutability, and strategic exposure.



Within this transformation, the relationship between food systems and geopolitics can be
organized around two distinct but interconnected channels. Following Dalheimer et al. (2026),
the first runs from food-system shocks to politics: increases in prices, shortages, or disruptions
in access can weaken household welfare, exacerbate distributional tensions, and generate
domestic political pressures with possible international spillovers. The second runs in the
opposite direction, from geopolitics to food systems: states can deliberately employ trade
restrictions, strategic stocks, subsidies, aid, supply agreements, and control over food-related
infrastructure as instruments of economic statecraft (Baldwin, 2020; Dalheimer et al., 2026).
Building on this distinction, the paper develops an integrated political-economy framework
that makes explicit the mechanism connecting the two channels. Measures adopted primarily
to manage domestic vulnerability need not be coercive to have geopolitical consequences:
when governments restrict exports, accumulate stocks, diversify suppliers, or strengthen
domestic capacity, they can reshape trade networks, redistribute adjustment costs, and alter the

asymmetries of dependence through which strategic leverage may subsequently operate.

The paper develops this argument in three steps. First, it places the current phase in historical
perspective by comparing it with the food and energy shocks of the 1970s and with the 2007—
08 global food-price crisis. These comparisons identify both important continuities —
particularly the food-energy nexus, the role of stocks, and the destabilizing effects of nationally
rational but collectively damaging policy responses — and significant discontinuities associated
with the simultaneity of climatic, geopolitical, logistical, and energy shocks. Second, the paper
examines the emerging political economy of food-system vulnerability, focusing on access,
selective fragmentation, and the growing treatment of food as a strategic asset. Third, it
considers contrasting policy responses and the trade-offs they generate between efficiency and
resilience, openness and security, sustainability and affordability, and short-term stabilization
and long-term adjustment. These steps develop a political-economy framework in which
contemporary food policy must increasingly be understood simultaneously as social policy,
trade policy, industrial policy, and security policy, and in which the central policy problem
becomes not whether to rely on interdependence, but how to design and govern it under

conditions of systemic and geopolitical risk.



2. The New World (Dis)Order: From Periodic Food Crises to Systemic

Turbulence

The present transformation is easier to identify when viewed against the longer history of
international food crises. Since the early twentieth century, major agricultural crises have taken
different forms. The Great Depression was primarily characterized by collapsing agricultural
prices: between 1929 and the early 1930s, falling farm prices compressed rural incomes and
contributed to the severity of the wider economic crisis (Hausman et al., 2020). World War II
represented a different type of food crisis, expressed less through international price spikes
than through physical scarcity, rationing, administrative controls, disrupted trade, and black

markets (Rockoff, 2009; Ironside, 2016).

The major postwar crises, by contrast, have predominantly been episodes of rapidly rising
prices. The 1972-75 shock constituted the first major global food crisis of the postwar era,
combining low stocks, poor harvests, higher energy prices, and trade restrictions (FAO et al.,
2011). The 2007-08 crisis, followed by a second price surge in 201011, demonstrated the
vulnerability of increasingly integrated food markets to the interaction of low stocks, energy
costs, production shocks, policy responses, and unstable expectations, with particularly
regressive effects in lower-income countries (FAO, 2008; Ivanic et al., 2011). The 2021-22
episode brought international food prices back to record levels in a context shaped by the

pandemic, energy-price shocks, supply-chain bottlenecks, and the war in Ukraine (FAO, n.d.).

These episodes should not be interpreted as mechanical repetitions of the same phenomenon:
their causes, transmission mechanisms, and institutional settings differ substantially. Their
sequence nevertheless suggests a system exposed to renewed disturbances before earlier shocks
have been fully absorbed. The point is not to infer a predictable cycle, but to recognize a
shortening of the periods of relative stability that once separated major episodes of food-market

stress.

More important than frequency alone is the changing nature of the shocks. Climate-related
production risks, energy and fertilizer costs, logistical disruptions, geopolitical conflict,
financial pressures, and unilateral trade measures increasingly overlap. Because these
disturbances are correlated rather than independent, countries have less scope to offset one

source of disruption through alternative suppliers, routes, inputs, or markets.

The resulting condition is better described as systemic turbulence than as a succession of

isolated food-price crises. By systemic turbulence, I mean a setting in which recurrent shocks



arising in different domains — climate, energy, logistics, finance, and geopolitics — are
interconnected and may occur jointly, so that their effects are propagated and amplified through
input markets, trade networks, transport routes, and policy responses. Some underlying sources
of risk are becoming structural: climate change alters production risks, geopolitical rivalry
conditions trade relationships and transport routes, energy and fertilizer markets transmit
external shocks into production costs, and defensive national policies can amplify pressures on
international markets. The novelty therefore lies less in any single mechanism than in the
interaction among them and in the growing difficulty of containing disturbances within a single

market or country.

The comparisons that follow identify what is continuous and what is genuinely different. The
1970s highlight the food-energy nexus and the systemic effects of nationally oriented
responses; 2007-08 shows how low stocks, expectations, and trade restrictions can amplify a
price shock in an integrated market. The present phase contains both mechanisms but adds a
growing concern with how interdependence itself is governed and how reliable it is perceived

to be.

2.1. Comparison with the 1970s

The shocks of the 1970s provide a first benchmark because they revealed a structural feature
that remains central today: the close dependence of food systems on energy. Higher energy
prices were transmitted through fertilizers, agricultural production, processing, transport, and
ultimately food prices. The episode also showed that food crises can emerge from the

interaction between supply constraints and policy responses rather than from harvest failures

alone (FAO et al., 2011).

A second continuity concerns the tension between national rationality and collective efficiency.
Governments facing domestic price pressures have strong incentives to protect consumers and
secure supplies; yet when many countries restrict exports, accumulate stocks, or otherwise
insulate domestic markets at the same time, individually rational measures can reduce the
availability of food on world markets and intensify volatility. The prisoner’s dilemma problem

that reappeared in subsequent food crises was therefore already evident in the 1970s.

The differences are nevertheless substantial. The food system of the 1970s was less
internationally integrated, supply chains were shorter, and the dominant external shock was
more concentrated in energy markets. The current phase combines energy pressures with

climate shocks, dependence on fertilizers and other inputs, disruptions to maritime routes,



financial pressures, and armed conflict. Deeper integration allows disturbances to propagate
more rapidly, while the simultaneity of shocks makes substitution and adjustment more

difficult (UNCTAD, 2024).

There is also an important political discontinuity, but it concerns the scale and institutional
embedding of food-related security considerations rather than their first appearance. Food and
agricultural trade had geopolitical significance well before the present period, and debates over
the strategic use of food were already prominent during the 1970s (Rothschild, 1976). What is
different today is the extent to which food-system vulnerabilities are incorporated into broader
strategies of economic security and geoeconomic competition and operate through highly
integrated networks of trade, critical inputs, logistics, finance, and infrastructure. Agricultural
trade, subsidies, restrictions, public stocks, aid, and control over supply routes can therefore
serve not only allocative or redistributive purposes but also resilience, security, and
geoeconomic objectives (Baldwin, 2020; SIPRI, 2020; Messer and Cohen, 2023; Drezner,
2024; Romano, 2026).

The comparison therefore does not suggest a repetition of the 1970s. Rather, it shows that
familiar vulnerabilities — and historically familiar forms of food-related statecraft — now
operate within a more deeply integrated, networked, and geopolitically contested food system
in which climate, energy, logistical, and security risks increasingly interact. This difference is
central to understanding why resilience and the governance of interdependence have moved

closer to the center of food-security policy.

2.2. Comparison with 2007-08

The 2007-08 food price crisis is the closest precedent to the current phase because it occurred
within a deeply integrated global food system and resulted from the interaction of several
factors rather than a single supply shock. Sustained demand, low stock levels, higher energy
prices, expanding biofuel demand, production shortfalls in major exporters, and, during the
acute phase, trade restrictions and precautionary purchases reinforced one another. The 2008
peak also reflected overshooting relative to fundamentals as expectations became unstable in

markets with limited stocks (Headey and Fan, 2010).

Several mechanisms identified in 2007-08 remain relevant. The food-energy nexus is still
important; low stocks can magnify the effect of production disturbances; and export restrictions
or precautionary purchases can transform concern about domestic availability into greater

scarcity and volatility on international markets. The distributional consequences are also



similar: net food-importing countries and low-income households bear a disproportionate share
of higher food prices, connecting market instability to poverty, food insecurity, and political

stress.

The main discontinuity concerns the scope of the disturbance. The 2007—08 episode was above
all a crisis in international agricultural commodity prices, particularly cereals, and its acute
phase was relatively concentrated in time. The current phase is broader and more persistent:
climate shocks, energy and fertilizer costs, logistical bottlenecks, armed conflicts, and
geopolitical tensions affect not only prices but also the reliability of production, transport, and
access. Price volatility is therefore embedded in the broader problem of governing

interdependence.

This distinction changes the interpretation of the post-2022 decline in international prices. In
2007-08, the central policy problem was how to reduce amplification within an integrated
market characterized by thin stocks and insufficient coordination. Today, the problem also
concerns whether trade relations, transport corridors, critical inputs, and policy commitments
will remain reliable when geopolitical tensions intensify. The risk is consequently not only
another price spike, but a more persistent fragility of access generated by climate instability,

conflict, and selective fragmentation (FAO, 2026a; UNCTAD, 2024).

2.3. The Anatomy of Systemic Turbulence: Four Elements of Discontinuity

The comparisons with the 1970s and 2007-08 indicate that the current phase is not
unprecedented in its individual mechanisms. Energy dependence, low stocks, trade restrictions,
and regressive distributional effects have all appeared before. What distinguishes the present
configuration is the interaction of four features that together generate the systemic turbulence
described above: compound and correlated shocks, logistical and network vulnerabilities,
increasingly selective and politically conditioned interdependence, and the growing
securitization of food and food-related inputs. These features affect both the transmission of

shocks and how governments respond to them.

First, shocks are increasingly compound and correlated. Climate-related production
disturbances can coincide with energy-price increases, high fertilizer costs, conflict, financial
pressures, and trade restrictions. When several shocks occur simultaneously or are transmitted
through common channels, diversification becomes less effective because alternative suppliers,
routes, or inputs may themselves be exposed. Moreover, a single geopolitical disturbance can

propagate through several interconnected market mechanisms. Evidence from U.S. corn and



soybean markets shows transmission through energy and input prices, exports, inventories, and
market expectations, with the relative importance of these channels varying across geopolitical
episodes, and the effects generally concentrated in the short- to medium-term (Goyal et al.,
2024). The problem is therefore not simply a larger number of shocks, but the possibility that
different sources and transmission channels of risk coincide, interact, and reinforce one

another.

Second, logistical and network vulnerabilities have become more important. Deeper trade
integration and longer supply chains allow food to move efficiently in normal times, but they
also create dependence on ports, shipping routes, storage facilities, and a limited number of
critical chokepoints. Long-run transport trends reinforce this point. Ganapati and Wong (2023)
show that, even relative to the growth of the world economy, the physical use of international
transport increased substantially between 1965 and 2020, with agricultural and natural-
resource products playing a particularly important role in the growth of weight-distance
shipped. Declining transport costs have thus enabled production and consumption to become
connected across greater distances, increasing the importance of reliable transport networks for
the functioning of international supply chains. The disruptions affecting the Suez and Panama
Canals illustrate this exposure: by mid-October 2024, traffic through the Suez Canal was 57%
below its previous peak and traffic through the Panama Canal was 30% lower, while shipping
capacity rerouted around the Cape of Good Hope had risen by 89% (UNCTAD, 2024).
Aggregate global availability can therefore coexist with severe regional or temporary problems

of physical access.

Third, interdependence is becoming more selective and politically conditioned. The emerging
response is not a general retreat from international trade, but a reorganization of dependencies
through diversification, strategic stocks, support for domestic capacity, restrictions on selected
flows, and greater attention to the reliability of suppliers and routes. In this sense,
fragmentation should be understood less as deglobalization than as a more hierarchical and
politicized form of interdependence, filtered increasingly through considerations of strategic

risk (Clayton et al., 2026; UNCTAD, 2025).

Fourth, food-related interdependence is becoming more systematically securitized. This is not
historically unprecedented: food, agricultural trade, and food aid have long been connected to
foreign policy and interstate power. What is changing is the extent to which agricultural trade,
critical inputs, stocks, productive capacity, aid, and transport infrastructure are incorporated

into broader strategies of resilience, economic security, and statecraft. This does not make food



identical to energy or advanced technology: agricultural production is generally more
geographically dispersed and many products remain substitutable across suppliers, limiting the
scope for durable unilateral coercion. It does, however, mean that food security is increasingly
governed as part of a wider set of economic and geopolitical security concerns (Baldwin, 2020;

SIPRI, 2020; Messer and Cohen, 2023; Dalheimer et al., 2026; Romano, 2026).

Taken together, these four features explain why the current phase is better understood as one
of systemic turbulence than as another food-price cycle. The central issue is no longer only
how markets absorb temporary shocks, but how a highly interdependent food system operates
when climatic, logistical, economic, and geopolitical risks interact recurrently and when the
interdependencies through which shocks are transmitted are themselves increasingly subject to

strategic management.

2.4. Consequences of the Current Shocks

In the short term, recent shocks have translated into food inflation, rising production costs, and
logistical crises. Food inflation has been the most immediate and socially visible effect:
increases in agricultural commodity prices have been transmitted to consumer prices, with
particularly severe consequences for more vulnerable economies, while also increasing the cost
of international food assistance and making it harder to deliver precisely as crises become more
frequent and severe. The disproportionate exposure of poorer economies is reflected in World
Bank data: in June 2024, food price inflation exceeded 5% in 59.1% of low-income countries
and 63.0% of lower-middle-income countries; moreover, in 46.7% of the 167 countries

monitored, food inflation exceeded headline inflation (World Bank, 2024a).

At the same time, production costs have increased sharply. Fertilizers, especially nitrogen-
based fertilizers, are highly dependent on natural gas; tensions in energy markets are therefore
transmitted directly to agricultural production. The sharp rise in fertilizer and other input prices
between 2020 and 2022 confirmed this structural link. Evidence from the European Union
indicates that post-2020 food-price inflation was driven primarily by increases in agricultural
production costs, although international commodity prices and other sources of global market
turbulence also contributed and their relative importance differed substantially across food
sectors. The Russia—Ukraine war and export restrictions also had significant inflationary effects
(Kornher et al., 2024). In many settings, particularly in low- and middle-income countries,
higher input costs compress producers’ margins and can reduce input use, with repercussions

for subsequent production (World Bank, 2022).
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These dynamics were compounded by logistical disruptions, as illustrated in recent years by
disruptions in the Black Sea and along routes through the Bosporus (Laborde and Olivetti,
2026). Difficulties in maritime transport, port congestion, rising shipping costs, and disruptions
to trade corridors demonstrated that logistics is not merely an ancillary element but a structural
component of food security. Even when global supply remained sufficient in aggregate terms,
food did not always reach final markets in a timely and efficient manner. In this sense, the

logistics crisis acted as a multiplier of volatility and uncertainty (UNCTAD, 2024).

3. Food Systems and Geopolitics

The historical comparisons identify how the environment surrounding global food markets has
changed; the next question is how food-system instability becomes politically and
geopolitically consequential. This section develops a conceptual framework (Figure 1) based
on two channels (Dalheimer et al., 2026). The first channel runs from food-system shocks to
politics: changes in prices and access redistribute welfare, generate domestic political
pressures, and shape governments’ incentives to intervene. The second runs from geopolitics
to food systems: states deliberately use food-related trade, aid, stocks, sanctions, supply

agreements, or infrastructure to pursue foreign-policy or strategic objectives.

These channels are analytically distinct, but they are dynamically connected. Domestic
pressures generated through the first channel influence state responses, such as export
restrictions, strategic stocks, subsidies, diversification, and efforts to strengthen domestic
capacity. When such responses are adopted across countries, they alter the structure of
international interdependence by changing trade patterns, the reliability of suppliers and routes,
and the distribution of adjustment costs. This process of selective fragmentation creates new
asymmetries of vulnerability and leverage, thereby establishing the conditions under which the
second channel can operate. The result is a cumulative feedback loop linking household

welfare, national policy, and interstate power.
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CONTEXTUAL DRIVERS OF SYSTEMIC TURBULENCE
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Figure 1. The conceptual framework: two channels and the policy bridge.
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3.1. Access, Food Prices, and Domestic Instability

The first link between food systems and geopolitics operates through access. At the global
level, the central constraint is increasingly not aggregate food scarcity itself but instability and
unequal access across countries, territories, and social groups. Aggregate production may be
sufficient to meet global caloric requirements while households still lose access because food
prices rise, real incomes fall, trade or transport is disrupted, or institutions lack the capacity to
protect vulnerable populations. The affordability dimension is especially stark: in 2025,
approximately 2.69 billion people — nearly one-third of the world population — could not afford
a healthy diet (FAO et al., 2026).

This emphasis on access is consistent with the established multidimensional concept of food
security, which includes not only availability but also access, utilization, and stability over
time.! It also shifts attention from aggregate supply to the distributional incidence of shocks.
Because food is a necessity and low-income households devote a larger share of their budgets
to it, even moderate price increases can produce substantial losses in real purchasing power
and induce reductions in both the quantity and quality of diets. One manifestation of this
adjustment is food downtrading — the substitution toward cheaper and often less nutritious

foods.

The political implications of food-price shocks are important but not mechanical. The literature
identifies offsetting opportunity-cost, state-capacity, predation, and relative-deprivation
mechanisms; their net effect depends on economic structure, the balance between net food
buyers and sellers, and institutional conditions (Besley and Persson, 2010; Dube and Vargas,
2013; Bazzi and Blattman, 2014; Bellemare, 2015; Hendrix and Haggard, 2015). What makes
food prices politically distinctive is their salience: they are immediately visible to consumers
and can quickly become a test of governmental competence and legitimacy. Food shocks
therefore become geopolitically relevant not because they automatically produce unrest, but
because they alter domestic distributional conflicts and the political incentives that shape state

responses.

At the extreme end of food insecurity, however, the relationship between food and political
violence becomes more direct. De Waal (2025) documents a reversal of the long decline in

famine mortality after the mid-2010s and shows that the proximate causes of recent great

IThe definition of food security adopted at the 1996 World Food Summit states: “Food security exists when all
people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets
their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 1996).
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famines are overwhelmingly associated with armed conflict, mass atrocities, and state collapse.
Contemporary famine should therefore not be treated simply as the extreme tail of food-price
instability: in conflict settings, it often reflects the destruction or obstruction of access to food
and humanitarian assistance and, in some cases, their deliberate denial. This distinction matters
for the framework developed here because it separates the political consequences of market-
mediated food shocks from forms of coercion in which deprivation itself becomes an

instrument of war (Romano, 2026).

3.2. From Domestic Responses to Selective Fragmentation

Domestic political pressures provide the bridge from food-system shocks to state behavior.
Governments facing rising prices, uncertain supplies, or dependence on potentially unreliable
partners have strong incentives to reduce perceived vulnerability. The resulting policy
repertoire includes export restrictions, strategic stocks, subsidies, support for domestic
production, diversification of suppliers and routes, and, in some cases, explicit food self-
sufficiency objectives. These measures differ in their economic effects, but they share a

common logic: they seek to increase national control over exposure to external shocks.

This logic creates a familiar collective-action problem. From the perspective of an individual
government, restricting exports or accumulating stocks may be a rational response to domestic
political pressure. When many governments act simultaneously, however, these measures can
reduce supplies available on world markets, intensify price volatility, and transfer adjustment
costs to import-dependent countries. International monitoring confirms that export restrictions
have reappeared during the major food crises of the past two decades and can amplify global
price and welfare effects (IFPRI/Food Security Portal, 2026; Laborde and Mamun, 2022). The
relevant tension is therefore not simply between efficient and inefficient policy, but between

national risk management and systemic stability.

Aggregate evidence is consistent with this interpretation. OECD input-output data indicate that
the cross-border dispersion of production remains historically high: imported intermediate
inputs rose from about 6 cents per dollar of global output in 1965 to 17 cents by 2008 and,
following the pandemic disruption, the import intensity of global production returned to a
historically high level in 2023. At the same time, product-level trade data point to increasingly
uneven national exposure. The number of cases in which countries source imports from
significantly fewer suppliers than are globally available was about 50% higher in the early

2020s than in the late 1990s, even though most international trade remains relatively diversified
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(OECD, 2025). These patterns are consistent with selective rather than generalized
fragmentation. The term selective fragmentation refers here to the process through which some
cross-border dependencies are reduced, diversified, or rerouted while others persist; the
resulting configuration is one of selective interdependence rather than generalized
deglobalization. This usage is broader than the conventional notion of geoeconomic
fragmentation, which generally refers to a policy-driven reversal of integration motivated by
geopolitical or strategic considerations (Mohr and Trebesch, 2025). Selective fragmentation,
as defined here, can also result from domestically motivated risk-management measures that
reorganize cross-border dependencies without themselves constituting economic statecraft.
Interdependence remains deep, but particular dependencies may nevertheless become more
concentrated and therefore more consequential under disruption (Clayton et al., 2026;

UNCTAD, 2025).

Comparative evidence on recent food-policy responses reinforces this interpretation. Across a
diverse set of country cases, Wieck et al. (2024) identify a recurrent pattern, particularly among
food importers, in which efforts to strengthen domestic productive capacity coexist with
attempts to diversify foreign suppliers and trading relationships.? They also document greater
attention to the international repercussions of domestic food policies and efforts to secure new
partners and trade networks, while finding that confidence in markets as an organizing
mechanism for exchange remains strong. The emerging pattern is therefore hybrid rather than
autarkic: states seek greater control over specific vulnerabilities without abandoning

international trade.

The resilience benefits of diversification should therefore be distinguished from the costs of
fragmentation. Food trade networks retain considerable capacity to redirect flows, but
switching suppliers or routes is neither instantaneous nor costless. Adjustment may require new
logistics arrangements, financing, standards, contracts, and infrastructure, while short-run
reallocation can itself generate inflationary pressure and localized scarcity. Thus, even a
geographically diversified food system can remain vulnerable when access to particular routes,
inputs, or trading partners becomes politically uncertain (Adjemian et al., 2021; Devadoss and

Ridley, 2024).

2 Illustrative cases include China, which combines grain self-sufficiency and reserve-building with continued
large-scale imports of soybeans and feed grains; Japan, which pairs domestic-production targets and public
stockholding with stable long-term import arrangements; and Gulf importers such as the UAE and Saudi Arabia,
which are investing in strategic reserves, controlled-environment agriculture, and supplier diversification while
remaining reliant on world markets.
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The domestic political economy of these choices is crucial. Trade restrictions, subsidies, stocks,
and self-sufficiency policies redistribute income and risk among consumers and producers,
urban and rural constituencies, taxpayers, and firms along the agrifood value chain.
Governments therefore choose among policy instruments under simultaneous domestic and
international constraints. In Putnam’s (1988) terms, food policy can be understood as a two-
level game: measures that appear costly from an aggregate welfare perspective may remain
politically rational if they reduce visible domestic risks or respond to strategically salient
dependencies. Selective fragmentation is consequently not only a response to external
geopolitics; it is also produced by domestic political incentives. The form this takes, however,
is strongly conditioned by established national food-policy trajectories and domestic political
contexts, limiting any expectation of uniform convergence across countries (Wieck et al., 2024;

Resnick and Swinnen, 2026).

3.3. Food Interdependence as Strategic Power and Statecraft

The second major channel linking food systems and geopolitics arises when food and food-
related dependencies become sources of state power. This vulnerability is particularly clear for
critical agricultural inputs. Recent estimates indicate that more than 80% of countries obtain at
least three-quarters of their fertilizer requirements from imports; five countries account for
more than 60% of global fertilizer nutrient production, while ten countries control 95% of
global potassium supply (Ghose et al., 2026). Such concentration means that strategic
dependence can arise at the input stage even where agricultural production itself is
geographically dispersed. Exporting states, governments controlling critical inputs, and actors
occupying important positions in transport and trading networks can therefore possess forms
of structural power: their policies affect not only prices but also the adjustment options and

domestic stability of dependent countries (Messer and Cohen, 2023; SIPRI, 2020).

Food nevertheless differs from sectors such as energy and advanced technology. Agricultural
production is generally more geographically dispersed than production in some highly
concentrated strategic sectors, and many food products can be sourced from alternative
suppliers, which limits the scope for durable unilateral coercion. Strategic power in food is
therefore often indirect and contingent. It operates through the costs and delays of adjustment,
temporary scarcity, price effects, control over critical inputs or transport corridors, and the
asymmetries created when some countries have fewer alternatives than others. In this sense,

the relevance of food is consistent with the broader logic of weaponized interdependence:
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network position can create leverage even when no actor possesses a complete monopoly

(Rothschild, 1976; Farrell and Newman, 2019).

An important distinction is therefore that between economic disruption and effective coercion.
The broader sanctions literature finds that sanctions can impose large and persistent economic
costs on target countries without necessarily inducing the desired policy change; moreover,
trade diversion toward third countries can offset part of their direct effect (Felbermayr et al.,
2025). For food-related statecraft, observable trade losses should therefore not be equated with
political effectiveness. Strategic leverage depends critically on the target’s capacity to

substitute suppliers, destination markets, transport routes, and other sources of access.

The structure of agrifood interdependence supports this more differentiated interpretation.
OECD input-output data show that food-product value chains are internationally integrated,
but less intensively than some highly fragmented industrial value chains: in 2019, imported
intermediate inputs accounted for less than half the share of output in food products that they
accounted for in the coke and petroleum value chain (OECD, 2025). At the same time,
concentration varies considerably across agrifood products. For 201719, the average export-
concentration index was about 0.23 for coffee, tea, maté, and spices and for residues and waste
from the food industries and prepared animal feed, compared with 0.11 for dairy products and
0.10 for preparations of cereals, flour, starch, or milk (OECD, 2025). The strategic significance
of food-related interdependence therefore depends less on food as a category than on the
concentration of particular products and inputs, the availability of substitutes, and the costs and

speed of adjustment.

Analytically, it is useful to distinguish securitization, economic statecraft, and weaponization.
Here, securitization is used in a broad policy sense to refer to the incorporation of food security
into national risk and security strategies. Economic statecraft refers to the purposeful use of
economic instruments — including trade policy, stocks, subsidies, aid, supply agreements, and
infrastructure — to pursue foreign-policy or strategic objectives (Baldwin, 2020; Drezner,
2024). Weaponization is narrower: it entails the deliberate use or denial of food, critical inputs,
or access — including the obstruction of humanitarian assistance — as a means of coercion,
particularly in conflict settings (de Waal, 2025; Romano, 2026). Keeping these concepts
distinct avoids treating every food-security intervention as geopolitical coercion while still
recognizing that the same policy instrument can serve economic, security, and strategic

purposes.
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This distinction also clarifies why the growing strategic status of food does not imply that
markets have ceased to matter. Strategic stocks, bilateral supply agreements, support for critical
agricultural sectors, and investment in resilient trade corridors are typically intended to
preserve access to markets under adverse conditions rather than to replace markets altogether.
State intervention increasingly seeks to shape the terms of interdependence — who supplies
whom, through which routes, with what degree of dependence, and with what capacity for

substitution — rather than simply to maximize domestic production (Dalheimer et al., 2026).

Together, the two channels and the policy bridge form a feedback system linking household
welfare, domestic policy, and interstate power. Food shocks can generate national risk-
management responses that reorganize interdependence; the resulting asymmetries can in turn
be managed or exploited strategically, with further effects on prices and access abroad. Food
is therefore simultaneously a source of domestic vulnerability, an object of national risk
management, and a potential instrument of interstate power. This feedback structure connects

commodity-market dynamics to the broader political economy of strategic interdependence.

3.4. Policy Responses to Food-System Vulnerability

The framework developed above does not imply a single policy response to food-system
vulnerability. The cases of India, the China—Australia barley dispute, the European Union, and
Brazil illustrate four distinct policy logics: domestic stabilization with international spillovers;
economic statecraft under asymmetric dependence; resilience through network diversification
and integration; and resilience through access and social protection.® They are not intended as
a comprehensive typology, nor are the cases directly comparable in institutional scale; rather,
they show how different policy instruments intervene at different points in the sequence linking
food shocks, domestic political pressures, the reorganization of interdependence, and strategic

vulnerability.

India illustrates the logic of domestic stabilization with international spillovers. In May 2022,
the Directorate General of Foreign Trade prohibited wheat exports, subject to limited
exceptions, explicitly citing domestic food security amid severe tensions in international
markets (Government of India, 2022). The measure responds to the first channel identified
above: when food prices and supply risks become politically salient, governments have

incentives to prioritize domestic access over international market stability. At the national

3 These four case studies are meant to be illustrative rather than exhaustive. Appendix 1 summarizes a larger
sample of examples.
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level, such intervention can be politically rational because it limits exposure to external price
pressures and signals governmental control over supply. At the systemic level, however,
restrictions by a major exporter can shift adjustment costs onto import-dependent countries and
intensify volatility. The Indian case therefore illustrates the bridge between the two channels
identified above: domestic political pressure can generate policies whose aggregate effect is to
make international interdependence more selective and less predictable. This should not
automatically be interpreted as economic statecraft, since the immediate objective is domestic
stabilization rather than external coercion; its geopolitical significance arises from the external

effects of nationally oriented risk management.

The China—Australia barley dispute illustrates the logic of economic statecraft under
asymmetric dependence. In May 2020, China imposed anti-dumping duties of 73.6% and
countervailing duties of 6.9% on Australian barley, effectively closing what had been a major
export market for Australian producers. Australia challenged the measures at the World Trade
Organization, and China ultimately removed the combined 80.5% duties in August 2023
following a bilateral review (WTO, 2023). The political interpretation of the barley measures
warrants caution. China formally justified them as trade-remedy measures following an anti-
dumping and countervailing investigation that had begun in 2018, so the political motivation
of this individual measure cannot be established conclusively. Nevertheless, the restrictions
formed part of a broader deterioration in China—Australia relations in which a range of
Australian exports faced impediments, and Australian officials and subsequent scholarship
have interpreted the broader pattern as economic coercion or economic statecraft (Wong, 2021;
Walberg, 2026). The case is therefore useful because it shows both the potential and the limits
of asymmetric interdependence. Australia’s heavy dependence on the Chinese market gave
China considerable short-run leverage: before the dispute, China accounted for a very large
share of Australian barley exports, and the duties effectively eliminated access to that market.
Yet Australian producers subsequently redirected exports toward alternative markets. Strategic
leverage was therefore substantial in the short run but weakened as substitution occurred. This
is consistent with the argument that food-related interdependence generates power not
necessarily through monopoly, but through asymmetries in dependence and the costs and speed

of adjustment.*

4 A more coercive manifestation of the second channel is Russia’s withdrawal from the Black Sea Grain Initiative
in July 2023. Russia linked possible reinstatement of the agreement to progress on facilitating Russian food and
fertilizer exports, making the episode a particularly direct example of food-related trade arrangements being
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The European Union illustrates the logic of resilience through network diversification and
integration. The EU-Ukraine Solidarity Lanes, established in 2022 and strengthened in
subsequent years, became an important alternative to disrupted Black Sea routes. In March
2026, they accounted for around 70% of Ukrainian imports, 60% of non-agricultural exports,
and 20% of exports of grain, oilseeds, and related products; the total value of trade moved
through the Solidarity Lanes was estimated at around EUR 277 billion (European Commission,
2026b). Rather than reducing international dependence through protectionist retrenchment, this
response sought to preserve trade by diversifying routes and increasing the system’s capacity
to reroute flows around a disrupted corridor. The case therefore qualifies any simple equation
between resilience and deglobalization. Strategic risk can be managed by reorganizing
interdependence — through infrastructure, route diversification, and institutional coordination
— rather than by abandoning it. The policy objective is to reduce asymmetric dependence on a

vulnerable route while maintaining access to international markets.

Brazil illustrates the logic of resilience through access and social protection. The Brasil Sem
Fome plan, launched in 2023 and coordinated by 24 ministries, together with the relaunch of
Bolsa Familia and its strengthening with World Bank support, treats food insecurity not only
as a production or supply problem but also as a problem of income, access, and public capacity
(World Bank, 2023; Governo Federal do Brasil, 2025). This response operates primarily
through the first channel identified above: by cushioning losses in purchasing power and
protecting vulnerable households, social protection can weaken the transmission from food-
price shocks to nutritional deterioration and domestic political stress. Unlike export restrictions
or trade-corridor policies, such measures do not directly reorganize external interdependence;
they reduce vulnerability by increasing the capacity of households and institutions to absorb

shocks.

The four cases illustrate distinct ways in which governments respond to food-system
vulnerability. India shows how domestic stabilization can generate international spillovers; the
China—Australia dispute illustrates how asymmetric dependence can become a source of
economic statecraft; the European Union shows how resilience can be strengthened through
diversification and redundancy within international networks; and Brazil shows how resilience
can be enhanced through access protection and social policy. The cases therefore reinforce the

argument that the emerging food order cannot be understood simply as a movement from

incorporated into broader strategic bargaining (United Nations, 2023), although its wartime context also brings it
closer to the boundary between economic statecraft and weaponization (see also Table A1l in the Appendix).
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openness toward protectionism. States respond to vulnerability through different combinations
of domestic stabilization, strategic intervention, network diversification, and social protection.
These choices generate different trade-offs: policies that strengthen national control may
externalize costs internationally; strategies based on diversification require investment and
coordination; and social protection reduces distributional vulnerability but depends on fiscal
and administrative capacity. The relevant question is therefore not whether states intervene,
but how they intervene, at which point in the food-security chain, and with what distributional

and systemic consequences.

4. The New Political Economy of Food Security

The preceding analysis does not imply that political economy has only recently become
relevant to food security. Price stabilization, distributional objectives, and organized interests
have long shaped agricultural and food policy, and agriculture has been a canonical domain for
political-economy analysis (Timmer, 1989; Barrett, 1999; Anderson et al., 2013; Timmer,
2015). What is changing is the set of risks and objectives over which that political economy
operates. In a relatively stable environment, policy could be evaluated primarily by its effects
on efficiency, welfare, distribution, and price stability. Under recurrent climate, energy,
logistical, and geopolitical shocks, however, governments must also decide how much
exposure to external risk is politically and strategically acceptable. Food security therefore
becomes a problem of allocating not only resources but also risk: which vulnerabilities should
be tolerated, which should be insured against, which forms of redundancy are worth paying
for, and who should bear their costs. This is the core of the new political economy of food
security. It does not displace welfare economics or the older political economy of agricultural
policy; rather, it broadens the set of policy objectives to include resilience, distributional
stability, and economic security alongside efficiency. Recent work suggests that this expansion
is institutional and political as well as substantive. Resnick and Swinnen (2026) argue that
contemporary food-system politics is shaped by the interaction of interests, institutions, and
ideas across a much wider set of actors, while policymakers are simultaneously expected to
reconcile objectives related to productivity, nutrition, environmental sustainability, resilience,
and equity. The governance of food-system risk therefore depends not only on the distribution
of material costs and benefits, but also on how preferences are framed, political coalitions are
constructed, and institutions mediate competing claims. Table 1 summarizes this change as a

contrast between two stylized configurations of food governance.

21



Table 1. From efficiency-centered food governance to resilience- and security-oriented food
governance: a stylized comparison

Dimension

Efficiency-centered configuration

Emerging resilience- and security-oriented
configuration

Primary policy objective

Efficiency, low average cost, and
aggregate welfare gains

Efficiency jointly with resilience, security, and
stability

Organization of trade

Specialization and open sourcing based
mainly on comparative advantage

Diversification, redundancy, and selective
interdependence

Sourcing criterion

Price, quality, and productive efficiency

Price plus reliability, substitutability, and
strategic risk

Main conception of
vulnerability

Price volatility and localized or temporary
supply shocks

Climate, energy, logistics, geopolitical, and
network risks that may be simultaneous and
correlated

Role of the state

Correct market failures and redistribute
income

Manage systemic risk, shape interdependence,
and preserve strategic options

Strategic stocks and
redundancy

Costly insurance against relatively
infrequent disruptions

Potential resilience assets despite carrying and
opportunity costs

Food-security emphasis

Availability and purchasing power within
generally reliable markets

Access, stability, resilience, and exposure to
strategic dependence

Trade restrictions

Primarily welfare-reducing distortions

Distortions that may also serve domestic
stabilization or strategic objectives, while
generating externalities

International economic
relations

Comparative advantage and rules-based
openness

Comparative advantage plus reliability, political
alignment, and exposure to leverage

Core political-economy
question

How can aggregate welfare be
maximized?

Which risks should be reduced, at what cost,
and who should bear those costs?

Note: The two columns represent analytical ideal types rather than mutually exclusive historical regimes. Elements of both
coexist in contemporary food systems.

4.1. Efficiency, Resilience, and the Changing Policy Objective

The efficiency-resilience trade-off is central. Deep integration and specialization lower average
costs and allow production risk to be pooled across locations, but they can also create
dependence on external inputs, transport corridors, and a limited number of suppliers.
Resilience, by contrast, often requires forms of redundancy — including diversified sourcing,
inventories, spare logistical capacity, domestic productive capability, or alternative routes —
that may appear inefficient when evaluated under normal conditions. The food-price
stabilization literature has long recognized that stability can have economic value even when
the policies used to obtain it impose efficiency and fiscal costs (Timmer, 1989; Wright, 2011;
Gouel and Jean, 2015). Work in development economics on resilience extends this logic by

emphasizing the capacity of households and systems to maintain or recover welfare in the face
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of shocks rather than focusing only on expected outcomes under normal conditions (Barrett
and Constas, 2014; Upton et al., 2016). The relevant comparison is therefore not simply
between a low-cost global system and a more expensive national one, but between alternative

configurations of interdependence with different expected costs under uncertainty.

This perspective also qualifies the common identification of resilience with self-sufficiency.
Greater domestic production may reduce exposure to some external shocks, but it can increase
vulnerability to correlated domestic climate events, raise costs, or sacrifice the risk-pooling
benefits of trade. Conversely, diversified access to international markets can itself be a source
of resilience when suppliers and routes are sufficiently substitutable; trade can spread
geographically heterogeneous production risk and facilitate adjustment to climate-induced
shifts in comparative advantage (Smith and Glauber, 2020; Gouel and Laborde, 2021). Recent
evidence reinforces this point. OECD simulations suggest that a stylized localization of supply
chains would impose substantial trade and income costs without producing a consistent
improvement in resilience (OECD, 2025), while Kornher et al. (2024) find that greater trade
openness did not amplify — and may have attenuated — the inflationary effects of recent global
market turbulence across EU country-sector combinations. The policy problem is therefore not
to minimize international dependence per se, but to identify which dependencies are
strategically consequential and which configurations of suppliers, markets, and substitution

possibilities genuinely reduce correlated risk.

A similar intertemporal logic applies to sustainability and affordability. Investments that reduce
dependence on fossil-energy-intensive inputs, improve water efficiency, or increase climate
resilience may require substantial up-front costs and can raise prices during the transition, even
when they reduce exposure to future shocks. The political economy problem is therefore not
whether sustainability and affordability are intrinsically opposed, but how the costs of
transition are distributed over time and across groups. Policies that improve long-run resilience
may require compensatory measures if their short-run costs fall disproportionately on low-

income consumers or financially constrained producers (FAO, 2024).

4.2. Openness, Security, and Collective Action

Openness is both a source of resilience and a potential source of strategic vulnerability.
International markets expand sourcing options and facilitate adjustment when shocks are
geographically localized; in agriculture, trade can buffer production shortfalls and permit

sourcing to shift as comparative advantage changes (Smith and Glauber, 2020; Gouel and
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Laborde, 2021). Network evidence illustrates this duality. Puma et al. (2015) show that greater
connectivity in staple-food trade can improve the capacity of the system to accommodate
geographically localized disturbances while simultaneously increasing exposure to systemic
disruptions. Their simulations also show that the distribution of vulnerability is highly uneven:
least-developed countries can suffer disproportionately because deeper global connectivity
may coexist with concentrated dependence on only one or two major suppliers. Yet dependence
becomes politically salient when economically or socially important products are exposed to a
significant risk of disruption and alternative suppliers or products cannot be accessed quickly.
The relevant distinction is therefore not openness versus closure, but ordinary interdependence
versus critical dependence characterized by high importance, disruption risk, and limited short-
run substitutability (OECD, 2025). This is the economic foundation of the selective
interdependence described in Section 3.2 (Clayton et al., 2026; UNCTAD, 2025).

Once security considerations enter the policy objective, measures that look inefficient in a static
welfare calculation can acquire an insurance value. Strategic stocks, diversification subsidies,
support for critical domestic capacity, and investment in alternative corridors may reduce
expected losses from disruption. But these policies also create a collective-action problem.
Export restrictions, precautionary stock accumulation, and attempts to insulate domestic
markets can be individually rational while reducing liquidity in international markets, raising
prices, and transferring risk to import-dependent countries. National resilience can therefore
come at the expense of systemic resilience. This mechanism is well established in the
agricultural trade literature: when many countries insulate domestic markets at the same time,
their policies can amplify world-price movements and induce further trade-policy responses,
generating a multiplier effect (Martin and Anderson, 2012; Gouel and Jean, 2015; Giordani et
al., 2016), thus making price expectations a self-fulfilling prophecy.

This tension changes the role of international governance. The objective is no longer simply
greater liberalization; it is to preserve the conditions under which interdependence remains
usable during crises: timely information, predictable rules, limits on destabilizing restrictions,
protection of humanitarian purchases, and institutional mechanisms that facilitate substitution
rather than panic. At the same time, the possibility of economic statecraft means that some
external effects are deliberate rather than incidental. Distinguishing defensive risk management
from purposeful coercion is therefore essential: the same instruments, including trade

restrictions, subsidies, stocks, aid, or infrastructure, can have very different political-economic
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meanings depending on the objective for which they are used (Baldwin, 2020; Drezner, 2024;
Dalheimer et al., 2026).

4.3. Distributional Politics: Who Bears the Costs of Resilience?

Resilience policies also have important distributional consequences. Measures that stabilize
consumer prices may reduce producer incentives; support for domestic production can benefit
farmers while imposing costs on taxpayers or consumers; strategic stocks require public
resources and create opportunity costs; and diversification or infrastructure investment may
protect future access while generating large current expenditures. The distributional incidence
of food-price changes cannot be inferred from a simple producer-consumer distinction: classic
household-level work emphasizes whether households are net buyers or net sellers, while
cross-country evidence shows that higher staple prices often increase poverty in low-income
countries even though some poor producers gain (Deaton, 1989; Ivanic and Martin, 2008).
Internationally, policies that reduce one country’s exposure can shift adjustment costs toward
trading partners, especially net food-importing countries with limited fiscal capacity. The
relevant question is therefore not simply whether a policy increases aggregate resilience, but
whose resilience it increases and at whose expense. Evidence from a large, policy-induced
input shock illustrates how uneven these effects can be. Exploiting Sri Lanka’s 2021 fertilizer
import ban, Ghose et al. (2026) estimate an average welfare loss equivalent to about 7.3% of
income, but with sharply heterogeneous incidence: losses averaged approximately 19.5% for
farmers compared with 0.7% for mobile workers, reflecting differences in sectoral exposure

and adjustment capacity.

These distributional effects help explain why observed food policies often depart from the
prescriptions of a representative-agent welfare model. Governments respond to constituencies
that differ in income, sector, location, and exposure to risk, and heterogeneous welfare effects
can generate durable political coalitions around particular food and agricultural policies
(Barrett, 1999; Anderson et al., 2013). The political visibility of food prices makes short-run
losses especially salient. Benefits from resilience are often diffuse and realized only when a
shock occurs, whereas the costs of building resilience are immediate and identifiable. This
asymmetry is not unique to resilience policy. Recent food-system conflicts show how measures
with concentrated and immediate costs can mobilize strong political opposition even when
their expected benefits are broader and longer term (Resnick and Swinnen, 2026). Conversely,

interventions that protect politically important groups in the short run may impose less visible
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costs on taxpayers, future producers, or foreign consumers. Policy choices are thus shaped by

the timing, visibility, and incidence of costs as much as by their aggregate magnitude.

Seen in this light, the familiar trade-offs — efficiency versus resilience, openness versus
security, sustainability versus affordability, and price stabilization versus market incentives —
are not independent. They intersect through distributional politics and through the externalities
generated by interdependence. FAO’s emphasis on the uneven distribution of the costs and
benefits of agrifood-system transformation is therefore particularly relevant: policy evaluation
must ask not only whether benefits exceed costs in aggregate, but how those costs and benefits

are allocated across households, producers, taxpayers, countries, and generations (FAO, 2024).

These distributional considerations reinforce the shift summarized in Table 1: food policy
increasingly governs risk as well as resources. Because resilience measures redistribute costs
across groups and countries, crisis management and structural resilience must be designed
jointly rather than treated as separate domains. The next section translates that principle into a

twin-track policy framework.

5. Policy Implications: From Crisis Management to Structural Resilience

5.1. A Twin-Track Policy Framework

The political-economy perspective developed above suggests that food-security policy should
be organized around two complementary horizons. In the short run, the objective is to prevent
a temporary shock to prices, incomes, inputs, or logistics from causing irreversible losses in
nutrition, livelihoods, social stability, or productive capacity. Over the medium to long run, the
objective is to reduce exposure to recurrent shocks and increase the capacity of households,
firms, and institutions to absorb and adapt to them. The distinction is analytical rather than
sequential: effective crisis measures should protect access without locking in costly distortions
or exporting instability, while structural policies should create the diversification, substitution
capacity, and administrative systems that make future emergency responses less disruptive.
The relevant policy question is therefore not simply whether the state should intervene, but
which instrument should be used, over what time horizon, in response to which vulnerability,
and with what domestic and international spillovers (Timmer, 1989; Bowen et al., 2020; Smith

and Glauber, 2020).

The framework developed in the preceding sections also implies that policy choice should

begin with the source and transmission mechanism of vulnerability rather than with a generic
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objective of greater food security. A loss of household purchasing power calls primarily for
instruments that protect access; disruption of a critical input or production cycle requires
measures that preserve productive capacity; concentrated dependence on a supplier, route, or
input calls for greater substitutability and redundancy; and vulnerabilities generated or
amplified by nationally oriented policy responses require coordination at the international
level. The same instrument may therefore be appropriate in one setting and counterproductive

in another, depending on the vulnerability it addresses, its distributional incidence, and the

externalities it creates. Table 2 summarizes this mapping from diagnosis to policy response.

Table 2. From food-system vulnerability to policy response

Source of Mechanism in the Primary policy response Main policy trade- Time
vulnerability framework y policy resp off / externality horizon
Fiscal and
Loss of administrative costs; Short run;
household Food shock — welfare Targeted cash transfers, food . g
. T . o poorly targeted price permanent
purchasing loss — distributional assistance, nutrition programs, . .
S suppression may delivery
power and food and political pressure scalable safety nets .
weaken supply capacity
access ) .
incentives
. . - . Broad subsidies can
Disruption of Energy, fertilizer, credit, | Temporary targeted begogles:uﬁsscall S sos "
critical inputs or | or logistics shock — input/credit support, import . Ay o y
. . e . and distort incentives; Short run
the production higher costs — reduced | facilitation, preservation of .
. . . support should have exit
cycle production essential logistics o
conditions
. Redundancy carrie
Concentrated . - Supplier and route dund ney _S
Low substitutability + . . . . normal-time costs; .
dependence on . . . diversification, appropriate . .. Medium to
R R high disruption risk — . . excessive localization
suppliers, inputs, . stocks, alternative corridors, . . long run
costly adjustment . . . can sacrifice risk
or routes selective domestic capacity . .
pooling and efficiency
Research, resilient
Structural Recurrent shocks — Searc, res Up-front costs and
. . technologies, water S
climate and persistent exposure and uneven distribution of Long run
c e . . . management, adapted seeds, ..
productivity risk | lower adaptive capacity . . transition burdens
extension, input-use efficiency
. Domestic stabilization Information sharin; .
International omestic stab 17ato or on s & Tension between
. . — export restrictions / predictable trade rules, . o
amplification . L . national political Short and
. stock accumulation — disciplines on destabilizing . . .
through national R . incentives and systemic | long run
. reduced world-market restrictions, humanitarian .
risk management | .. .0 . resilience
liquidity exemptions

5.2. Short-Term Crisis Management: Protecting Access Without Amplifying Shocks

Consistent with the first channel of the framework, the first short-term priority when a shock
operates through household purchasing power is to protect access to food for those most
exposed to losses in real income. Targeted cash transfers, food assistance, temporary income
support, and adaptive safety nets can cushion purchasing-power losses without suppressing

price signals across the entire market. Where administrative capacity permits, targeting is
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preferable to generalized price controls or untargeted subsidies because it concentrates fiscal
resources on vulnerable groups and reduces the risk of discouraging supply. Protection should
also extend to diet quality: school meal programs and other nutrition-sensitive interventions
can prevent households from responding to food inflation primarily by reducing the nutritional

quality of their diets (Bowen et al., 2020; WFP, 2025).

When the initial vulnerability instead lies in critical inputs, production costs, or logistics, the
priority is to prevent the disruption from becoming a subsequent production shock. Temporary
credit, selective support for critical inputs, and measures that facilitate urgent imports or the
movement of essential goods can be justified when energy, fertilizer, or transport disruptions
threaten the next production cycle. Such support should, however, be targeted to genuine
bottlenecks and designed with clear exit conditions. Broad input subsidies, generalized price
suppression, or export restrictions may provide visible short-run relief but can weaken fiscal
sustainability, distort incentives, and shift adjustment costs onto other countries. The
experience of recent food crises shows why emergency measures must be evaluated not only
for their domestic effects but also for their contribution to international price amplification
(World Bank, 2022, 2024a; IFPRI/Food Security Portal, 2026; Martin and Anderson, 2012;
Giordani et al., 2016).

A third priority is anticipatory capacity. Early-warning systems, predefined triggers,
contingency financing, and administrative arrangements that allow programs to scale up
rapidly can reduce the lag between an emerging shock and the policy response. FAO’s
anticipatory-action framework is particularly relevant in agriculture, where delays can turn a
temporary disturbance into losses of assets, inputs, or an entire production season (FAO, n.d.-
a). The same logic applies internationally: maintaining access for humanitarian purchases and
avoiding unnecessary restrictions during crises can reduce the risk that national protection

measures reinforce the shock they are intended to contain (World Trade Organization, 2022).

These principles imply a conditional hierarchy: where household access is threatened, policy
should protect essential nutrition; where productive capacity or critical logistics are at risk, it
should preserve those functions; in all cases, interventions should avoid unnecessarily reducing
international market liquidity. Temporary interventions are therefore most defensible when
they are targeted, scalable, reversible, and explicitly designed to minimize spillovers. This
criterion links crisis management directly to the political-economy argument of the preceding
section: short-run domestic stabilization should not come at the cost of making the international

system systematically more fragile.
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5.3. Medium- to Long-Term Policies: Building Structural Resilience

Over the medium to long run, the framework shifts attention from absorbing individual shocks
to changing the structure of exposure itself. Structural policy should reduce critical
vulnerabilities without equating resilience with autarky. In an interdependent food system, this
means increasing the capacity to substitute across suppliers, routes, inputs, and technologies
when a particular node is disrupted. Geographic diversification, appropriate storage capacity,
interoperable transport corridors, stronger logistical nodes, and better market information can
therefore provide insurance while preserving the gains from trade. International sourcing itself
can pool geographically differentiated production risks, whereas excessive reliance on self-
sufficiency may increase exposure to domestic climate and production shocks. The objective
is thus to diversify consequential dependencies rather than to eliminate interdependence

(Clapp, 2017; Smith and Glauber, 2020; Gouel and Laborde, 2021; OECD, 2025).

A second structural priority is to strengthen the productive system’s capacity to adapt.
Investments in climate-resilient productivity, water management, input-use efficiency,
agricultural research, adapted seeds, extension services, and technologies that reduce
inefficient dependence on imported energy and fertilizers can lower the probability that
external shocks translate into persistent supply losses. The appropriate mix will differ across
countries, and the objective should not be domestic production at any cost. Rather, public
investment should address vulnerabilities for which private incentives are insufficient because
the benefits of resilience are diffuse, long term, or realized only when shocks occur (World

Bank, 2024b).

Structural resilience also requires permanent social-protection capacity. Registries, payment
systems, contingency financing, and rules for automatic or discretionary expansion should be
built before crises occur, so that support can be scaled up without constructing new delivery
systems during an emergency. In this sense, adaptive social protection is not merely a short-
term welfare instrument; it is part of the institutional infrastructure of food-system resilience.
School meal programs and nutrition interventions can play a similar role when they are
embedded in durable national systems rather than activated only in response to individual crises

(Bowen et al., 2020; WFP, 2025).

A final structural pillar is international governance. When national responses can amplify
shocks, information, coordination, and predictable rules become forms of resilience
infrastructure. The capacity to provide such coordination cannot, however, be taken for

granted. Resnick and Swinnen (2026) emphasize that global food governance has become
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increasingly fragmented across traditional intergovernmental organizations, plurilateral clubs,
hybrid arrangements, and multistakeholder initiatives, while disputes over both performance
and procedural legitimacy complicate collective action. Institutional resilience at the
international level is therefore itself part of food-system resilience. The Agricultural Market
Information System (AMIS), for example, is intended to reduce uncertainty through timely
information on production, stocks, use, and trade. The experience following the 2007-08 crisis
also shows, however, that information and stockholding arrangements are not costless
substitutes for well-functioning markets: incomplete information on public and private stocks,
coordination problems, and difficult decisions over reserve size and release rules can limit their
effectiveness (Torero, 2016). Multilateral commitments that discipline destabilizing export
restrictions and protect humanitarian purchases serve a related function by preserving the
usability of international markets under stress (FAO, n.d.-b; World Trade Organization, 2022).
More broadly, regional and multilateral arrangements should facilitate substitution across
suppliers and routes rather than encouraging precautionary behavior that fragments markets

precisely when they are most needed.

The resulting policy strategy is therefore neither a return to self-sufficiency nor a defense of
unrestricted integration. It is a layered approach: protect access during acute shocks; preserve
productive capacity and market incentives; build redundancy and substitution capacity where
disruptions would be especially costly; and maintain international institutions capable of
limiting beggar-thy-neighbor responses. The central test is whether a policy reduces
vulnerability without simply transferring it to other groups or countries. In that sense, effective
food-security policy must connect household protection, productive resilience, trade policy,

and international coordination rather than treating them as separate domains.

6. Conclusions

This paper has argued that the current phase of global food-system instability should be
understood neither as another cyclical food-price shock nor as a simple retreat from
globalization. The comparisons with the 1970s and 2007-08 show that several underlying
mechanisms are familiar: the food-energy nexus, low stocks, regressive distributional effects,
and nationally rational policies that can amplify international instability. What is different is
the environment in which these mechanisms now operate. Climate, energy, logistical, financial,
and geopolitical shocks increasingly overlap; food systems depend on complex transport and

input networks; governments evaluate suppliers and routes in terms of reliability as well as
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cost; and food-related interdependencies are increasingly assessed and managed through the
lens of national and economic security. The emerging order therefore remains highly
interdependent, but interdependence is becoming more selective, politically conditioned, and

explicitly managed as a source of risk.

The paper’s first contribution is to make explicit the political-economy mechanism connecting
the two channels identified by Dalheimer et al. (2026). In the first channel, food-system shocks
affect access and distribution, generating domestic political pressures that can spill over
internationally. In the second, geopolitical objectives affect food systems when governments
deliberately use trade, aid, stocks, sanctions, supply agreements, or infrastructure as
instruments of statecraft. The contribution developed here lies particularly in the bridge
between them: measures adopted for domestic stabilization need not be coercive to have
geopolitical consequences. When export restrictions, strategic stock accumulation,
diversification, or self-sufficiency policies are adopted across countries, they reshape trade
networks, redistribute adjustment costs, and alter the asymmetries through which the second
channel can operate. This distinction also helps avoid conflating food insecurity, securitization,

economic statecraft, and outright weaponization.

Another important conclusion concerns the nature of strategic power in food. Agriculture is
not equivalent to energy, semiconductors, or other highly concentrated strategic sectors. The
geographic dispersion of production and the scope for supplier substitution limit the durability
of unilateral coercive leverage (Dalheimer et al., 2026). Yet substitutability is not frictionless.
Switching suppliers and routes takes time, requires logistics and finance, and may involve large
price and welfare costs; dependence on fertilizers, ports, transport corridors, or concentrated
destination markets can therefore create temporary but politically consequential leverage. The
relevant source of power is consequently not monopoly alone, but asymmetric exposure
combined with high adjustment costs. This interpretation connects the food case to the broader
geoeconomics literature, in which economic relationships can generate strategic power even
when alternatives exist (Clayton et al., 2026; Mohr and Trebesch, 2025). Evidence that
sanctions significantly disrupt agricultural trade, with effects that vary by the type of sanction
and the direction of trade, further illustrates that geopolitical intervention can alter food-system

outcomes even when trade eventually reroutes (Larch et al., 2024).

A second contribution of the paper is to place this mechanism within a broader political
economy of food security centered on the governance of risk and interdependence. Welfare

economics remains indispensable, and the traditional concerns of agricultural economics —
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efficiency, distribution, price stabilization, and producer incentives — do not disappear. What
changes is the set of criteria against which policy is evaluated. Governments increasingly
choose not only how resources are allocated, but also how much exposure to systemic and
geopolitical risk is acceptable, which dependencies should be insured against, and who should
bear the costs of resilience. The central policy choice is therefore less a binary choice between
markets and states, or between openness and self-sufficiency, than a problem of designing
interdependence. Trade can pool geographically differentiated production risks and facilitate
substitution, while concentrated or politically contingent dependencies can create
vulnerabilities. At the same time, policies that increase resilience for one country can reduce
systemic resilience when they restrict international market liquidity or shift adjustment costs
onto countries with fewer fiscal and logistical options (Martin and Anderson, 2012; Smith and

Glauber, 2020).

The policy implication is therefore a twin-track strategy that combines protection against acute
shocks with investment in structural resilience. In the short run, interventions should protect
household access and nutrition, preserve viable productive capacity, and maintain critical
supply-chain functions while avoiding generalized measures that unnecessarily suppress price
signals or shift instability abroad. Over the longer run, resilience requires diversified suppliers
and routes, adaptive productive capacity, social-protection systems that can scale up rapidly,
strategically justified stocks and redundancy, and institutions that preserve the usability of
international markets under stress. International cooperation is not the opposite of national food
security in this framework; it is one of its inputs. Open markets provide insurance only when
information is credible, trade routes remain usable, and partners have sufficient confidence that

crisis responses will not collectively undermine the system on which they depend.

The analysis also points to a research agenda. As Dalheimer et al. (2026) emphasize,
agricultural economics still lacks a fully developed theoretical and empirical framework for the
geopolitics of food. Future work should model strategic behavior jointly with storage,
substitution, shipping frictions, network structure, and stochastic climate and economic shocks;
distinguish defensive risk management from purposeful statecraft; and produce stronger causal
evidence on when food shocks generate political responses and when food-related
dependencies generate effective leverage. The examples examined in this paper are illustrative
rather than causal tests of the proposed framework, so a natural next step is to identify the
conditions under which domestic stabilization produces selective fragmentation and the

conditions under which asymmetric interdependence can actually be converted into
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geopolitical concessions. More generally, the rapidly growing geoeconomics literature
provides a basis for integrating security externalities into agricultural policy analysis without
abandoning welfare economics (Mohr and Trebesch, 2025; Clayton et al., 2026). Food should
therefore be understood simultaneously as a basic need, a source of income and political
legitimacy, an object of risk management, and, in some circumstances, an instrument of state
power. The central challenge for the emerging food order is to ensure that the pursuit of national

resilience does not become a source of collective insecurity.
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Table Al. Illustrative cases of the two channels linking food systems and geopolitics.

: Position in Initial shock or Policy instrument Indicati
Case and period ostton 1 tHa’ SRoek ol RGN CLIG Y Relevance to the two-channel framework LI
framework strategic objective event source(s)
Sharp increases in Food-price protests and A particularly clear case of food-price shocks generating
Haiti . Channel 1: international food and fuel price p domestic political instability. Violent protests culminated in
aiti, 2008 food-price . . subsequent government . . d L . World Bank
crisis food systems — | prices, transmitted to a response. inoludin parliament removing the prime minister. The case illustrates how (2008); Pop (2016)
politics highly import-dependent P - g loss of food access can translate rapidly into political pressure > +OP
temporary rice subsidies : : :
economy where households are highly exposed to imported staple prices.
Channel 1: Rising food, fuel, and Emtrzs;isnliggiw%% /an Demonstrates the political salience of staple-food prices. The
Mozambique, 2010 food systems.—> utility prices, compounded nfg case in br}e]:a d p(r)iceS' food-price shock was not the sole cause of unrest, but it Nucifora (2010);
9 b 1 3 11
politics l(oiy exchange-rate subsequent reinstatement interacted with broader cost-of-living pressures and led the FAO/WFP (2010)
epreciation of subsidies government to reverse policy.
Foreign-exchange and debt [llustrates the first channel in a systemic crisis rather than a pure
Channel 1: crisis producing shortages | Mass protests and food-price shock. Shortages of food and other essentials
Sri Lanka. 2022 food sys tems. N of food, fuel, medicines, collapse of political contributed to a wider legitimacy crisis culminating in the United Nations
> gli tics and other essentials support for the resignation of President Gotabaya Rajapaksa. Causality should | (2022)
p alongside very high government be stated cautiously: food insecurity was one component of a
inflation broader macroeconomic and political crisis.
.. . Shows that the first channel need not culminate in instability.
Channel 1: Household vulnerability to | Brasil Sem Fome, Bolsa Social protection can interrupt the transmission mechanism from | Governo Federal do
. food insecurity and Familia, income support, R ; -
Brazil, 2023—present food systems — inadequate purchasin and coordinated food- food-system shocks — loss of access — distributional stress — | Brasil (2025);
politics q p & : . political vulnerability by protecting household purchasing power | World Bank (2023)
power security policies
and food access.
il;lll:ig dggf;;;g%ﬁ;n Shows how domestic political and food-security pressures can
. . irity con & Prohibition of wheat generate internationally consequential policy responses. The
India, wheat export Bridge between | the international . S . . Government of
Do, . : exports, subject to measure was primarily defensive rather than coercive, but :
restrictions, 2022 channels commodity-price shock . " . T India (2022)
followine Russia’s invasion exceptions restrictions by major exporters reduce world-market availability
of Ukrairgle and transfer adjustment costs to import-dependent countries.
A particularly transparent example of national risk management
Indonesia, palm-oil Bridge between | Domestic scarcity and high eTfn(l)lstosrgrfy I;ﬁ)nhi)biit;?:(li of Egz(ilécilgcgrz:;?;nacliggzgttisé ’the %O‘;irél?;znggplégg}gi’;l?l;ﬁd the Government of
export ban, 2022 channels prices of cooking oil P P . : & domestic Suppty uemnsg g-ot’ Indonesia (2022)
related products prices. Since Indonesia is a major global supplier, a domestically
motivated intervention also affected international markets.
Disruption of Ukraine’s Alternative road, rail, and | Demonstrates that managing vulnerability need not imply
European Union- Bridge / resilience tra diti% nal Black Sea export inland-waterway trade protectionist fragmentation. Interdependence can instead be European
Ukraine Solidarity through routes followin Russiaps corridors; logistical and | reorganized by increasing redundancy, substitutability, and Commission
Lanes, 2022—present interdependence invasion & infrastructure alternative routes. It therefore provides a counterexample to (20264, 2026b)
coordination strategies based primarily on self-sufficiency.
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: Position in Initial shock or Policy instrument Indicati
Case and period ostton 1 tHa’ SRoek o RGN CLIG Y Relevance to the two-channel framework LI
framework strategic objective event source(s)
L [lustrates how asymmetric market dependence can potentially
Sharp deterioration in . . ; N
bilateral political relations: | Combined anti-dumping | SEnerate strategic leverage. China was a dominant destination for
China-Australia Channel 2: port L 1-AUMPINE | A ystralian barley, so loss of market access imposed substantial | WTO (2023);
. " formally, Chinese anti- and countervailing duties . DI . .
barley dispute, 2020— politics — food . : short-run adjustment costs. The political interpretation of the Wong (2021);
dumping and of 80.5% on Australian . .
23 systems - ) barley measure itself remains contested, however, and should Walberg (2026)
countervailing barley h X
investieations therefore be presented as an example of possible economic
g statecraft rather than proven coercion through food.
One of the clearest historical examples of agricultural trade
United States-Soviet Channel 2: U.S. attempt to impose being deliberately subordinated to geopolitical objectives. The g;g%?g?:ff tth(;f
. . " : costs on the Soviet Union | Curtailment of U.S. grain | Carter administration introduced the grain embargo as part of a S .
Union grain embargo, | politics — food following ifs i . £ he USSR Kkage intended lize the Soviet Union: Historian (n.d.);
1980-81 systems ollowing its invasion o exports to the package intended to penalize the Soviet Union; Bowers et al
Afghanistan contemporaneous U.S. documents explicitly described it as part (1984) ’
of global strategy.
Ban on imports of L . .
Russia” . ' Retaliation against Western | numerous agricultural A very clear case of food trade being incorporated into reciprocal
ussia’s agricultural Channel 2: sanctions imposed and food products from | conomic statecraft. Unlike defensive export restrictions European
import embargo, politics — food . POSCe pri motivated by domestic food prices, the measure was explicitly Commission (n.d.);
following Russia’s the EU, United States, . o . - .
2014—present systems . . S political retaliation and simultaneously contributed to import WTO (2016)
annexation of Crimea and other sanctioning o I . .
states substitution and reorganization of Russian agricultural supply.
Wider strategic bargaining Non-renewal of the Black [llustrates the conversion of control over food-related transport
Russia and the Black Channel 2; during the war in Ukraine, Sea Grain Initiative and arrangements into bargaining leverage. It lies closer than most United Nations
Sea Grain Initiative, approaching including Russian demands withdrawal of securit cases to the boundary between economic statecraft and (2023)
2023 weaponization | concerning its agricultural uarantees for navi a}t,ion weaponization because it occurred during an armed conflict and
and fertilizer exports & & directly affected access to a major food-export corridor.
European Union Sanctions responding
pe: initially to repression and - Extends the second channel from food commodities to critical
restrictions on the forced landing of Restrictions on potash agricultural inputs. The policies pursue geopolitical objectives Council of the EU
Belarusian potash, Channel 2: e g . trade; later additional g nputs. po pul geop ) .
" Ryanair flight FR4978 in : . through restrictions affecting fertilizer trade. The case also (2021, 2022, 2025);
202122, and politics — food tariffs on Russian and . . . .
. - Belarus, and subsequently . . demonstrates the possible trade-off inherent in statecraft: European
agricultural/fertilizer systems . Belarusian agricultural . . . . L
. . to Belarusian support for 1 measures intended to impose strategic costs can simultaneously | Commission (2022)
tariffs on Russia and Russia’ : products and fertilizers . . . . .
ussia’s war against increase adjustment costs in agricultural input markets.
Belarus, 2025 Ukraine

Note: Channel 1 denotes the pathway food-system shock — changes in access and distribution — domestic political consequences. Channel 2 denotes the pathway geopolitical or foreign-policy
objective — purposeful use of food, agricultural trade, critical inputs, or food-related infrastructure — effects on other states or on the international food system. The policy bridge is not a third
channel; it captures the intermediate process developed in Section 3.2: domestic political pressures induce national policy responses that, when aggregated internationally, reorganize
interdependence and redistribute vulnerability and adjustment costs.
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