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Panel Discussion 1: " Empowering Future Farmers: Innovations and Skills for 

the Next Generation" (moderated by Manuela Ripa MEP) 

 

Maria Gafo Gómez-Zamalloa is the Head of the 
Social Sustainability Unit within the European 
Commission’s Directorate General for Agriculture 
and Rural Development. In this pivotal role, she 
champions critical social issues impacting 
Europe’s rural areas, including generational 
renewal, combating depopulation, promoting 
equality, fostering local development, and 
upholding human rights. Her unit also addresses 
the response of EU agriculture to societal demands 
on food and health.  

Maria brings extensive experience to her current 
position, having dedicated many years to the 
European Commission. Her diverse career within 

the Commission has seen her contribute to the development of energy, environment, 
forestry, and agricultural policies. Notably, she played a coordinating role in shaping the 
long-term vision for rural areas, a crucial framework adopted in 2021, and the recently 
adopted Strategy on Generational Renewal in EU Agriculture. 



Nona McElwee leads Unilever’s European 
External Affairs, where she drives the company’s 
engagement with EU institutions, governments, 
and key stakeholders to align public policy with 
Unilever’s sustainability and business goals. 
With a strong focus on regenerative agriculture, 
Nona plays a pivotal role in shaping advocacy 
strategies that support fair, resilient, and climate-
smart food systems across Europe. 

Before joining Unilever, Nona spent nearly a 
decade advising multinational clients on EU 
policy, trade, and sustainability at Landmark 
Public Affairs, a consultancy. She began her 
career working on the Common Agricultural 

Policy reform at the Council of the European Union, giving her deep roots in agri-food 
policy. 

Nona has a law background and holds an LL.M. in International and European Law from 
the Vrije Universiteit Brussels. She brings a unique blend of legal expertise, policy insight, 
and a passion for sustainable food systems. 

 

Marion Picot is the Secretary General of CEJA, the 
European Council of Young Farmers. The 
organization represents 34 young farmers’ 
organizations from all across Europe, and has 
been promoting better living and working 
conditions for the next generations of farmers. 
Marion has a background in public policy and has 
previous experience in local and national 
governments, where she worked on agriculture, 
rural development and food systems. She was 
also a lecturer in the Master of European public 
affairs in Science Po Lille, France.  She has been 
working in CEJA in 2018, previously as a Senior 
Policy Advisor. 

 

 

 



Gerben van der Lugt is Global Director Services & 
Solutions at Grodan. 

Grodan pioneered hydroponic cultivation in the 
1960s. Today, its stone wool substrates, sensors, 
data platform and advisory services are used in 
greenhouses and indoor farms in more than 70 
countries to grow vegetables, flowers and 
medicinal crops. Gerben leads Grodan’s transition 
from a product-focused company to an integrated 
solutions provider, with a strong emphasis on data-
driven growing aimed at meeting rising global 
demand for healthy, fresh food while using less 
land, water, nutrients and energy. 

Gerben has over 30 years of international 
experience in strategy, marketing, innovation and business leadership in B2B technology 
companies. Before joining Grodan, he held various strategy and business management 
roles at Signify and Philips. Earlier, he worked at IBM and PwC as a strategy consultant 
for clients in the food, retail and technology sectors, focusing on growth strategy and 
organizational transformation. Gerben holds an MSc in Business Administration from the 
University of Groningen (Netherlands). 

  



Panel Discussion 2: "Strengthening Financial Viability and Ensuring Fair Trade 

in the Agri-Food Sector" (moderated by Gerben-Jan Gerbrandy MEP) 

 

Bart Vandewaetere is member of Nestlé’s Zone 
Europe Executive Team. 

Bart has been in charge of Corporate 
Communications and ESG (Environmental, Social 
and Governance) Engagement for Nestlé Zone 
Europe since 2018. As part of his role, he heads 
Nestlé’s European Affairs office in Brussels. 

He leads and coordinates Nestlé’s contributions 
and communications on policies and societal 
debates with stakeholders and citizens across the 
region. He is also actively contributing to identify 
and engage with partners to progress Nestlé’s 
nutrition and sustainability strategy that aims to 
achieve regenerative food systems at scale. Bart 

continues to be part of the Steering Group that launched the successful “Nestlé needs 
YOUth” program in Europe in 2013. 

Bart is active in key European trade associations such as FoodDrinkEurope (chairing the 
Board Sherpa Meeting) and the European Brands Association AIM.  

He joined Nestlé in June 2005 as European Affairs Manager after having worked for 
several years in the Belgian and international dairy trade association environment. 

Born in Roeselare, in Belgium, Bart graduated from the University of Ghent as Master in 
food science and Food Technology. 

Married with three children, he speaks Dutch, English and French 



Casper Holl currently works as Strategic Change 
Manager at Rabobank, the number 1 global Food 
& Agri bank. In this role he is closely involved in 
developing and executing the bank's agenda on 
food system transition in the Netherlands. Before 
joining the Rabobank 2,5 years ago, Casper 
worked for different  departments/ministries in the 
Dutch government, as an economist, policy maker 
and diplomat. 

 

 

 

Wouter Chuck de Liedekerke is the CEO and co-
founder of Soil Capital, a company focused on 
building resilience in the food system to address 
the environmental and climate urgency. Soil 
Capital supports both farmers and food & ag 
business in transitioning their value chains to 
regenerative agriculture and low carbon farming. 
Under his leadership, Soil Capital has launched 
Europe’s first certified payment for ecosystem 
services program for farmers, now covering half a 
million hectares, in partnership with companies 
such as Mars and PepsiCo. Formerly an 
investment banker and manager of a global 
portfolio of farms, Chuck holds an MBA from 
INSEAD and a Master’s in Political Science from 

Sciences Po Paris. 



Simon Krämer is a trained political 
agroeconomist.  He is a Co-Founder and Executive 
Director of EARA. Simon has years of experience in 
public and private sector consulting for 
sustainability and business strategy farm to fork, 
SMEs to multinationals, and regional 
administrations to EU Commission. He is living and 
land stewarding with his family in Sicily. 


