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Abstract

Background While there has been increasing global recognition and impetus for action to transform food systems
towards greater food security, sustainability and better health outcomes, Israel has only recently begun to focus
on the diverse challenges of its food system and its potential for transformation.

Methods An expert opinion survey (n=50) on Israel’s food system was conducted as part of a larger study

on the systemic features of Israel’s food system transition to understand its policy gaps and find strategies
towards a healthy and sustainable food system. The survey ranks the relevance and importance of food system
challenges and policy preferences. Policy implications are then examined by identifying potential priorities, gaps
and dissensus.

Results The survey finds that there is a majority agreement (76%) that Israel’s food policies are lacking or severely
lacking. Respondents relate strongly to both concepts of nutritional security (90% think that access to nutritious food
is relevant or highly relevant) and national food security (more than 80% perceive food security as part of national
security). Respondents overwhelmingly recognize the benefits of Israeli agriculture with 60-90% agreeing or strongly
agreeing that it benefits food security, economic value and national identity. Top-ranked problems include overall
systemic problems such as the lack of national goals, strategic planning, and integrated policymaking across minis-
tries, and specific ones such as food waste, costly farming inputs, and food affordability. The most preferred policy
actions include establishing a national strategy for food and agriculture, making food affordable for vulnerable
households, and incentivising sustainable farming methods. The key policy gaps include the lack of resilience in agri-
culture and the food system, insufficient data and knowledge for policy action, inadequate attention to the regulation
of the food industry for better health and inadequate food policy attention for minority groups.

Conclusions Building on this study’s findings, further policy research and implementation areas to be covered
include government responsibility for universal food security, strategic systemic policies for food systems, preven-
tion and preparedness for future crises, and promoting resilience. The way forward may best be through an inter-
ministerial committee with the responsibility, budgets, mandate and executive authority to plan data-driven policies
for a sustainable food system for Israel’s future.
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security
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Introduction/background

There is increasing global recognition and impetus for
action to transform food systems towards greater food
security, sustainability and better health outcomes [34],
while aspiring to achieve developmental objectives in
equity, inclusivity, resilience, and efficiency [36]. Israel’s
food system, however, is yet to be adequately prepared
to deal with urgent (rising food prices, uneven access to
affordable and healthy food, and nutritional insecurity),
and longer-term issues (strategic plan for agricultural
production, food system sustainability, climate change
impacts on food security, geo-political upheavals, etc.)
[1]. The outbreak of the war in October 2023 is expected
to aggravate food insecurity with a current loss of 40%
of the agricultural workforce, restricted access to 30% of
agricultural lands as they are located in the Gaza enve-
lope, and a price hike of agricultural produce [20].

Recent works addressing diverse areas in Israel’s food
system include food security [13], food welfare, food
prices and economic policy [4], agricultural production
[17], food waste [25], food and public health [9, 14], envi-
ronmental impacts and sustainability [12, 30, 33], and
food systems and society [15]. However, there are insuf-
ficient academic studies addressing Israel’s food system in
an integrated and multidisciplinary manner. Some exam-
ples of such studies in the international arena include
transitioning food systems toward a circular economy
[16], scaling pathways in food system transitions [26],
and positioning local resilience and global engagements
in food system transformations [27].

This paper on an expert opinion survey on Israel’s food
system contributes to addressing these gaps. The sur-
vey was conducted in 2022 as part of a larger study on
the systemic features of Israel’s food system transition
to understand policy gaps and find pathways towards
a healthy and sustainable food system. This survey is
structured on the findings of initial interviews (not cov-
ered here) with food and agricultural practitioners and
researchers to determine the relevant subjects to be cov-
ered by the study. The survey ranks the relevance and
importance of food system challenges and policy prefer-
ences of respondents. We then discuss the policy impli-
cations by examining potential policy priorities, gaps and
dissensus raised from the results. Through this, we seek
to contribute to policy discussions towards a more inte-
grated, healthy, and sustainable future for Israel’s food
system.

Methodology

While this paper focuses on the findings of an online
survey (n=50), it benefitted from a set of in-depth inter-
views (n=17) carried out shortly before the survey. Both
the interviews and survey sought “expert” respondents
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who are Israeli food and agriculture practitioners and
researchers in the broad domains of food security, agri-
culture, health and nutrition, governance and policymak-
ing, food and society, environmental sustainability, and
technology. Some interview respondents also did the sur-
vey (but the numbers are unknown as survey respond-
ents may choose to remain anonymous). The study did
not relate to seniority in profession or age, educational
qualifications, or number of years in the profession. We
searched for respondents on the internet and from con-
tacts known or recommended to us and emailed them
the survey links. The email invitation also requests that
the survey be forwarded to others in the field of food and
agriculture, thereby initiating a respondent-driven snow-
ball sample [24].

The interview findings and relevant literature were
used to build the survey questions. The survey comprises
mainly quantitative Likert scale questions, each followed
by open-ended answer boxes for optional additional
comments. Participants could choose to do the online
survey in English or Hebrew.

To analyse the findings, we used a 5-point Likert scale
for both unipolar and bipolar questions. Unipolar ques-
tions give a range of options based on the degree of a
single characteristic, for instance ranging from “not
important at all” to “very important” Bipolar ques-
tions have two opposite ends such as “strongly disagree”
and “strongly agree” with a neutral option in between.
The responses were weighted for the bipolar ques-
tions (strongly agree—5 points; agree—4; neutral—3;
disagree—2; strongly disagree—1), and for the unipo-
lar questions (very important—5 points; important—4;
moderately important—3; slightly important—2; not
important at all—1). The total scores were then ranked
in descending order and presented in charts (Figs. 3, 4, 5,
6,7, 8,9, 10). The open-ended responses were examined
through thematic analyses to identify additional relevant
topics such as education, sustainable agriculture, and
resilience in the food system (elaborated below) raised by
the respondents.

The characteristics of the respondents are shown in
Fig. 1a—f. The respondents were quite evenly spread out
by the four sectors—public and private sectors, NGOs,
and academia (Fig. 1a). Respondents came from a variety
of fields, the three largest were “food, health and nutri-
tion” (24%), “public policy and economics” and “agri-
culture” (20%) (Fig. 1b). They were quite equally divided
by gender (Fig. 1c), but Jewish respondents were over-
represented (86%, compared to their 76% share of the
national population). Arabs were very under-represented,
(2%, compared to their 21% share of the national popu-
lation) (Fig. 1d). There could be several reasons for this.
One was that the survey was not translated into Arabic.
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RESPONDENTS BY SECTOR
Others /
Unstated, 3, 6%

Public sector
(Government),
13, 26%

Academia, 12,
24%

NGOs, 12, 24%

a

RESPONDENTS BY GENDER

Other /
Unstated, 3, 6%

Male, 24, 48%

Female, 23, 46%

HIGHEST EDUCATION ATTAINED

Diploma, 2, 4%

Unstated, 2, 4%
Bachelor
degree, 4, 8%

Master degree,
21,42%

e
Fig. 1 a Respondents by Sector. b Respondents by Field. ¢ Respondents by Gender. d Respondents by Ethnicity. @ Respondents by Highest
Education Attained. f Respondents by Extent of Work Spent on Food or Agriculture Issues

It can be noted that out of the 50 survey responses, only
5 respondents chose to answer in English while 45 chose
the Hebrew survey. Another reason could be that there
are fewer Arab experts in food and agriculture. In our
search for Arab interview respondents, we also encoun-
tered difficulties finding any, although there were Jewish
respondents who worked extensively with the Arab popu-
lation. 84% of the respondents have postgraduate degrees
(Fig. 1e), which may indicate that many are professionals.
This aligns with the survey’s intention to seek informed
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RESPONDENTS BY FIELD

Others / Unstated,
5,10% Environment, 4, 8%

Social sciences and
humanities, 2, 4%
Medicine, 1, 2%

Agriculture, 10,
20%

Law, business and
management, 4, 8%

Food, health
and nutrition,
12, 24%

b

RESPONDENTS BY ETHNICITY

Israeli (Other), 3, 6%

Israeli (Arab),
1,2%

Israeli (Jewish),
43, 86%

d

EXTENT OF WORK SPENT ON FOOD OR
AGRICULTURAL ISSUES

Notatall, 3, 6%

To a small

tent, 5, 10%
Completely, 18, e >

38% About half the

time, 3, 6%

f

responses through practitioners and researchers in food
and agriculture. 78% of the respondents worked com-
pletely or to a large extent on food and agriculture issues
(Fig. 1f), which indicates a high level of familiarity with
the topic.

Results

Overall opinion on food policies, prices and food security
Figure 2a—c show respondents’ opinions on three facets
of the system: the sufficiency of Israel’s food policies, the
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What is your opinion about the Israel's food policies?
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What is your opinion about the condition of Israel's
food security?
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Not at all
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Fig. 2 a Opinion on sufficiency of Israel’s food policies. b Opinion
on price of food. ¢ Opinion on condition of food security

price of food and the condition of food security. There is
a majority agreement (76%) that Israel’s food policies are
lacking or severely lacking. Similarly, 76% think that the
price of food is high or very high in Israel. The responses
for the state of food security are more divided with 64%
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thinking that Israel is not food secure or not food secure
at all, and 36% with the opinion that it is secure or very
secure.

Opinion on food security

Respondents related strongly to both concepts of nutri-
tional security (at individual and household levels) and
national food security. Figure 3 shows 90% of respond-
ents deem access to nutritious food as relevant or highly
relevant. More than 80% perceive food security as part of
national security and having sufficient food during times
of crisis as relevant or highly relevant. In comparison,
just over 60% think that Israel’s ability to import food is
relevant or highly relevant. This is surprising because
Israel imports 55% of its caloric food supply [18], with
high import dependency for food items such as cere-
als and cereal products (97% imported), fish (91%), and
legumes, peanuts and nuts (75%) ([7]: 19). In the open-
ended responses, several argued for the importance
of local food production for food security. One such
response was, “Food security is the state’s ability to pro-
vide a supply of quality and healthy food at fair prices
for every person over time. Looking ahead, maintaining
the autonomy of food production cannot be avoided as a
condition for ensuring food security”

Opinion on the state of agriculture in Israel

Respondents overwhelmingly recognize the benefits of
Israeli agriculture, with 60-90% agreeing or strongly
agreeing that it benefits food security, economic value,
national identity and more (Fig. 4). A few open-ended
responses noted that local agriculture contributes to sta-
bility in the food system, as one commented, “Food pol-
icy must account not only for the current price of food
but also the risks of food systems in the world, includ-
ing increasing competition for food, risks from climate
change, and damage to agricultural land and ecosystems”.
Another respondent emphasized the reality that “Israeli

In your opinion, how relevant are the following statements on meaning of food
security? Food security is....

People having access to nutritious food at all times

An important aspect of national security

Having sufficient food during crisis

Israel's ability to produce its own food

Collaborations with neighboring countries on food trade
Israel's ability to buy food from diverse places in world
Supporting Israel's neighbors in their own food security

0%
Moderately relevant

Not relevant at all Slightly relevant

Fig. 3 Opinion on meaning of food security

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
M Relevant M Highly Relevant
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How far do you agree with the following statements on the benefits of agriculture in
Israel today?

Agriculture is important for food security
Agriculture has economic value

Agriculture is part of national identity

Agriculture supports environmental sustainability
Agriculture supports the agri-tech sector

Local produce is high in quality

Agriculture provides employment to people in the periphery

Agriculture helps preserve open spaces
Local produce is more environmentally sustainable
0%
M Strongly disagree Disagree
Fig. 4 Opinion on benefits of agriculture in Israel today

agriculture cannot guarantee food security under any
conditions, except for vegetables and fruits”.

Opinions on the disadvantages of agriculture are more
divided, with about 40-55% of responses disagreeing or
strongly disagreeing with statements such as agriculture
consumes too many resources, does not pay off economi-
cally or is polluting (Fig. 5). In the open-ended answers,
respondents suggest that the negative effects of agri-
culture can be mitigated, and that the kind of practices
implemented determine whether agriculture is environ-
mentally detrimental and not the existence of agricul-
ture itself. Others suggest there is scope for improving
the environmental performance of agriculture in Israel,
including a transition to sustainable agriculture, exam-
ining effects and policies on soil pollution and chemi-
cal pesticides, and animal agriculture. On the economic
value of agriculture, one noted that “agriculture as a
political resource [that] cannot be measured based on
national profit/loss”

Figure 6 shows ranked opinions on the different fac-
ets of the importance of agriculture in Israel. The ques-
tions juxtapose various priorities vis-a-vis domestic
agriculture, such as food affordability and the role of
food import for food security. 74% disagree or strongly
disagree that lower food costs are more important than

|
|
I
|
|
]
|
|
]

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Neutral Agree W Strongly agree

protecting local agriculture, and 64% disagree or strongly
disagree that food imports should play a bigger role in
food security. This could signal a lack of agreement with
the agricultural reforms’ way of implementation or its
goals to increase competition and lower the cost of food
by increasing imports. The reforms were announced in
July 2021, with the first tranche of import tax abolished
on selected fruits and vegetables implemented in 2022
[22]. Notably, 88% disagree or strongly disagree that
local agriculture is less important for food security today
than in the past. That is, it seems the experts strongly
disagree with the recent market-oriented policies, mainly
advanced by the Treasury to lower consumer prices. In
the open-ended responses, several disagreed with fram-
ing food affordability and local agriculture as opposing
goals, as one stated, “It is wrong to pit local agriculture
against the price of food. Promoting and strengthening
agriculture should lead to more stable and less expensive
food systems. The state should invest in agriculture to
strengthen its benefits, but not at the expense of higher
prices”.

Opinion on Israel’s food system
Figure 7 shows the top-ranked problems (over 90%
agreeing or strongly agreeing) are, the lack of national

How far do you agree with the following statements on the disadvantages of
agriculture in Israel today?

Agriculture competes with land for urbanization I I
Agriculture is a threat to biodiversity — m—
Agriculture is polluting =
Agriculture does not pay off economically I — | |
Agriculture consumes too much natural resources I
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
B Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree HEStrongly agree

Fig. 5 Opinion on disadvantages of agriculture in Israel today
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How far do you agree with the following statements on the importance of agriculture

The agri-tech industry is dependent on a strong agricultural sector [N

Food imports should play a bigger role in food security

Farmers are less important today

Agriculture land is less important today

Lower food costs is more important than protecting local agriculture
Agriculture is less important today than in the past

Local agriculture is less important for food security today

0%

in Israel?
L
]
| |
| |
| |
| |
| |
20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
Neutral Agree M Strongly agree

m Strongly disagree Disagree

Fig. 6 Opinion on importance of agriculture in Israel

What do you think are the problems in Israel's food system?

Lack of national goals and strategic planning
Policymaking not integrated across ministries
Dumping of food suitable for consumption
Young people do not want to become farmers
Costly farming inputs (land, water, labor, etc)
Poor people cannot afford healthy food
High prices of produce m

Unfair distribution of healthy food
Lack of sustainable farming practices
Lack of farming land m

Food supply during crisis  mmm
Lack of competition  n—
Farmers are under too many regulations I
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
M Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree M Strongly agree

Fig. 7 Opinion on problems of Israel’s food system today

goals and strategic planning, and a lack of integrated
policymaking across ministries. While these two are
overall systemic problems, the rest are specific ones
such as food waste, costly farming inputs, and food
affordability. Most of these issues are perceived as prob-
lems, except two to a lesser extent—food supply during
a crisis and farmers subject to too many regulations
received less than 50% affirmative response. Other than
the problems stated in the survey, a respondent also
added, “There is no organized database in agriculture,
what is grown in what quantities, where is it grown,
what will be harvested and when; there is no informa-
tion for both the farmers and the state to plan and pre-
pare”. Another commented on how available resources
are not efficiently used, “Only 60% of the land suitable
for agriculture is cultivated, so there is no shortage of
land; water is not lacking—these are administrative
issues”.

Opinion on food policies

The importance of having integrative policies again fea-
tures as the most important consideration in food poli-
cies (Fig. 8). The highest-ranked specific issues related
to strengthening national food security (more than 90%
deem it as important or very important), reducing nutri-
tional insecurity (85%), helping people make healthy food
choices (72%), and reducing the environmental impact of
food production (77%). Socio-cultural issues may be less
recognized as the inclusion of diverse voices in food pol-
icy is relatively lower ranked (53%).

Figure 9 on policy preferences reiterates the key rel-
evant policy areas identified in Fig. 8. An overwhelm-
ing 97% prefer or highly prefer a national strategy for
food and agriculture. Issues of affordability of food, sus-
tainable agriculture, support for agriculture, and nutri-
tional security remain important policy preferences.
50% prefer or highly prefer the policy of diversifying
food import sources for food security. This represents a
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In your opinion, which of the following are important considerations for shaping food
policies?

Integrative policy (across agriculture, health, society, economics,...
Strengthen national food security
Reduce nutritional insecurity for people
Integrative research (address fragmentary knowledge, help...
Help people make healthy food choices
Reduce environmental impact of food production
Preserve land for biodiversity
Help people shift to diets that are more environmentally sustainable
Higher quality food
Cheaper food prices
Support livelihood of Israeli farmers
Support Israeli agri-tech industry
Restructure supply chains
Support Israeli food-tech industry
Increase investment in Israeli agricultural industry
Include voices of diverse community groups in shaping food policies

More food variety

0%

Not important Slightly important

Fig. 8 Opinion on considerations shaping food policies

Moderately important

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

B Important W Very Important

What are your policy preferences to improve Israel's food security?

Set up national strategy for food and agriculture
Affordable food for vulnerable households

Incentivize sustainable farming methods

Support farming as a stable occupation

Subsidize use of farming technologies

Public education for healthy food choices

Ensure key types of food are locally grown

Salvage food fit for consumption

Strengthen competitiveness of Israeli produce
Collaborate with neighboring countries for food production
Diversify food import sources

Create programs for urban agriculture

Subsidize farmers (based on type of produce)

Limit selected food imports to protect domestic market
Subsidize farmers (no matter what they produce)

0%

Not preferred at all Slightly preferred

Fig. 9 Opinion on policy preferences for food security

divided opinion over food imports as a food security pol-
icy (despite the fact of Israel’s high dependency on food
imports). Interestingly, just 35% prefer or highly prefer to
limit selected food imports to protect the domestic mar-
ket. This contradicts the result in Fig. 6 where 64% disa-
gree or strongly disagree that food imports should play
a bigger role in food security. A possible interpretation
of this contradiction could be that most do not prefer a
growing dependence on food imports but they do not

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Moderately preferred ® Preferred W Highly preferred

prefer to use tools of market protectionism to achieve
that end. Otherwise, this could reflect that food import
(its role, extent, and policy approaches) is a policy grey
area, where its implications are not well-understood.

Opinion on food (in)justice

The top issues of food (in)justice perceived by respond-
ents are intermediary profits (78% think are relevant or
highly relevant) and the dominance of large corporate
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players (78%). This is closely followed by equitable access
to nutritious food (Fig. 10). Much lower on the priority
list appear to concern minority groups—just over 50%
think that access to land and water for people whose live-
lihoods depend on agriculture/herding is a relevant or
highly relevant issue. Notably, just over 40% deem that
having a greater cultural sensitivity to minority groups
is relevant or highly relevant. This finding resonates with
the relatively low ranking of the perceived importance of
including diverse voices in food policy (Fig. 8). This may
suggest that socio-culturally responsive food policies are
lacking, and significant challenges remain in achieving
greater inclusivity, as data reflect a consistent pattern of
minorities such as Ultra-Orthodox Jews (15.8% in food
insecurity in 2021) and Arabs (42.4%) have a much higher
rate of food insecurity than the non-Ultra-Orthodox Jews
(10.7%) [8]. This could also reflect the composition of the
respondents, who were not from minority groups.

Other themes from the open-ended responses

Some of the respondents raised insights or provided con-
trary framing of problems in the open-ended responses.
These opinions relate to the long-term considerations of
the food system. We summarize three such additional
themes:

Education

Respondents mentioned two aspects of education, first,
as a necessary factor to strengthen and renew the domes-
tic agricultural sector. One mentioned that “agriculture
should be considered as education not just as another
economic sector” Another felt that “agricultural edu-
cation should be added to the schools. Something that
will allow the students to connect with the subject and
perhaps produce the farmers of the future” The second
aspect of education relates to consumer awareness of
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sustainable consumption. One respondent commented
that “we need to do both—both lower prices and develop
local agriculture and above all educate the public on eco-
nomical consumption and waste prevention”. On tackling
food waste as part of sustainable consumption, one noted
that “food waste is a huge phenomenon that needs to be
eradicated. Reducing food waste will contribute to the
local economy, stabilizing the food system and its resil-
ience, [...] lower the cost of living and national expendi-
ture on food”

Resilience
Respondents relate to various aspects of stability and
resilience (the ability to reduce and cope with system vul-
nerabilities [28], and recover from adverse events). Sev-
eral respondents questioned the assumption that food
affordability and local production are conflicting goals
but argued that they can go together through policy
planning, as one said, “It is of great importance to cre-
ate stability in the food chain through local agriculture”.
Another remarked, “The notions that strengthening agri-
culture is at the expense of the price for the consumer,
and reducing prices comes at the expense of local agri-
culture are outdated and oversimplified. The fact is that
a strong agricultural sector is important to the country
and strengthens the economic system” These comments
touch on the economic stability of food prices for con-
sumers, and the stability of the Israeli agricultural sector.
Some respondents also frame issues in terms of eco-
nomic and environmental risks, as one noted, “Food pol-
icy must consider not only the current price of food but
also food systems risks in the world, including increas-
ing competition for food, risks from climate change, and
degradation of agricultural land and ecosystems”. These
respondents prioritize the longer-term perspectives by
factoring in resilience and risks and see the importance

In your opinion, relevant food (in)justice issues in Israel include:

Address middleman (intermediary) profit
Counter market dominance of big corporate players
Equitable access to nutritious food
Reduce food waste
Health disparities due to socio-economic status
Environmental impact of food (e.g. food miles)
Supporting farmers' livelihoods (especially smallholders)
Equitable distribution of food aid to vulnerable populations
Access to land and water for people whose livelihoods...
A greater cultural sensitivity in food policies for minority...

0%

Not relevant at all
Fig. 10 Opinion on food (in)justice in Israel

Slightly relevant

Moderately relevant

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

M Relevant M Highly Relevant
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of investing in domestic agriculture for future stability in
supply and prices.

Sustainable agriculture as the future

Sustainability in the food system refers to the ability to
deliver food security and nutrition to all using social, eco-
nomic and environmental resources in ways that do not
compromise the ability of future generations to do so [6,
11]. Several respondents raise the importance of shifting
to sustainable agriculture, in part to deal with the nega-
tive effects of agriculture (raised in the survey), and in
part to improve future practices. A respondent remarked,
“Care should be taken to shift agriculture to sustainable
practices, but in no way to abolish it” Another noted that
“local agriculture is important for preserving the envi-
ronment and sustainability values. It is not at all clear
that Israeli agriculture in its current state is there”.

Discussion

This section discusses the policy implications of the find-
ings in three areas: policy priorities, policy gaps and pol-
icy grey areas.

Policy priorities

The survey sought to rank the importance of food system
issues as perceived by the respondents, and from these
to extrapolate possible policy priorities. We identified
three top policy concerns. First is the need for integrative
policies cutting across diverse areas of the food system,
including food and nutritional security, public health,
food welfare and equity, food economics and supply
chain, sustainable agriculture, and food waste [23, 36].

Secondly, a strategic and long-term vision is needed
for policy prioritization. This helps to differentiate issues
that are important or urgent, or both; it also brings a time
perspective of the immediate and long-term goals. Eval-
uating these two dimensions can support clearer policy
prioritization, and ensure that short-term goals or policy
low-lying fruits (for instance lowering food prices with
food imports) do not compromise long-term values and
goals (such as the viability of domestic agriculture). More
elaborate guidance on policy prioritization can be found,
for instance in Taeihagh et al. [32] who advance meas-
urement criteria such as expected cost, effectiveness, the
timescale for implementation, technical and institutional
complexity, and public acceptability as measures to set
priorities.

The dual goals of food affordability and strong domes-
tic agriculture—both perceived as important and may
appear contradictory under current conditions—should
not just be a balancing act where one prevails at the
expense of the other. Some respondents point out
that policy should support shifts in both areas so that
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domestic agriculture supports affordable and healthy
food while boosting food and nutritional security. Adding
a third goal, sustainable agriculture (highly prioritized by
respondents), further increases the complexity with addi-
tional trade-offs. A policy roadmap would be needed to
integrate important goals and seek their synergies to shift
knowledge, practices and technologies [5, 37]. To this
end, a systemic national plan— a policy action strongly
supported by the respondents—would help to guide pol-
icy strategies and interventions in all stages of the food
production and consumption chains.

Policy gaps

Based on the survey, we identify four key policy gaps: the
lack of resilience and stability in the agriculture and food
system (addressed above); insufficient data and knowl-
edge for policy action; inadequate food policy attention
for vulnerable groups; reforming the food industry for
better health, equity and sustainability outcomes.

There is insufficient timely and accurate data and
knowledge to support decision-making for policymakers
and agriculture practitioners. There is a need to (re)estab-
lish data infrastructure that includes food system perfor-
mance and risk indicators (for economic, food security
and environmental risks) to measure and enhance its
resilience. While comprehensive databases existed in the
past when central planning was in vogue in the agricul-
tural sector, the data needed today varies widely from
those collected in the past.

There needs to be greater food policy attention for vul-
nerable groups [8, 29]. An example is the monitoring of
micronutrient consumption of population groups such
as the elderly, pregnant women, infants and children,
and other socio-demographic groups at risk of under- or
mal-nutrition. Again, this needs to begin with data and
knowledge building. In addition to quantitative data, eth-
nographic knowledge can bring in cultural perspectives
of food production and consumption practices upon
which to build culturally sensitive and inclusive policies.

Finally, more policy attention is needed for restruc-
turing and regulating the food industry for better
health, equity and sustainability outcomes. This was
insufficiently covered in the survey but emerged in the
interviews. Issues pertinent to Israel include market con-
solidation by large players, shifting production towards
healthy food and away from ultra-processed food; and
addressing decades-long policy inaction on food fortifi-
cation [9, 31].

Policy grey areas and dissensus

Our findings show where there are policy grey areas or
dissensus. There is an apparent divide over whether
Israel is food secure (Fig. 2c). This may be attributed to
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differences in the way respondents relate to the multi-
faceted concept of food security. For instance, the Food
and Agriculture Organization [10] delineates different
dimensions of food security—availability, accessibil-
ity, utilization, and stability, while Berry et al. [6] argue
for an additional long-term (inter-generational) dimen-
sion of “sustainability”. Specific to Israel, a recent Knes-
set document ‘Food system security in Israel’ mapped the
definitions of food security by different government min-
istries [21]. This document identifies two broad spheres
of definitions of food security, roughly corresponding to
the spheres of government action. The first is “national
food security’, which deals with the sufficiency of food
production and supply at the national level. The second
is “nutritional security’, which addresses the ability of
individuals and households to access and purchase food
that meets their nutritional needs for optimal well-being
(similar to the USDA definition—USDA website). The
two terms in Hebrew are often used interchangeably in
the general literature.

The survey did not delve into how respondents define
food security, but the different perceptions on whether
Israel is food secure may come from the ways respond-
ents relate to the different dimensions of food security,
their respective disciplinary lenses, or even relating to
different time scales of current or future food security.

Another area of disagreement is over the disadvan-
tages of agriculture in Israel. This may relate to consid-
erations of which agricultural practices should be used to
incorporate environmental, political and socioeconomic
concerns, as well as how the organization, practices and
technologies of agriculture should change in the future.
A related policy grey area is the strategy for food import,
broaching questions on how to balance food import and
domestic production, and whether Israel should main
production capacity for a core or essential selection of
food crops. Amdor (2022, 2023), for instance, investi-
gated 23 core food items consumed in Israel based on a
comparison of their environmental impacts if they were
produced in Israel or imported. Other works measur-
ing the environmental impacts of food trade concerning
Israel [12, 30] can also be instrumental in making deci-
sions about food imports.

Study limitations

This survey offers a preliminary assessment of the chal-
lenges, potentials and policy implications as perceived by
experts in the field. For a more thorough examination of
the topic, this research should be complemented by more
in-depth qualitative research (for instance, interviews
and focus group discussions) and quantitative research
(including comprehensive, cross-population and tar-
geted population studies). This study is also limited in its

Page 10 of 11

underrepresentation of Arab respondents, as well as pro-
viding a more nuanced picture of the opinions of minor-
ity groups such as the Ultra-Orthodox and the Bedouin.

Conclusions

Implementation recommendations

The survey side-stepped the issue of the ways for the
practical implementation of the results in formulating a
national policy for sustainable food systems. An example
of such a challenge was the distribution of food aid dur-
ing the recent COVID-19 pandemic. Some eleven gov-
ernment ministries were involved, in addition to many
NGOs. This was both costly and inefficient.

Building on this study’s findings, further policy research
and implementation areas to be covered include govern-
ment responsibility for universal food security, strategic
systemic policies for food systems, prevention and pre-
paredness for future crises, including climate change, and
promoting resilience. The way forward should probably
best be through an inter-ministerial committee with the
responsibility, necessary budgets, mandate and executive
authority to plan data-driven policies and priorities to
ensure a sustainable food system for the future of Israel.
A first step in this direction may be seen in the recent
report of the national committee on food systems adapta-
tion and mitigation of climate change [19].
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