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MODULE 12 

The Right to Adequate Food 
USING MODULE 12 IN A TRAINING PROGRAM  



Purpose of Module 12 

The purpose of this module is to provide an overview of the right to food. 

The module 

• Identifies international standards related to the right to food; 
• Discusses the right to adequate food; 
• Analyses the relationship of the right to food to other rights; 
• Considers  states’ obligations under international and national law; and 
• Addresses implementation and enforcement mechanisms. 

Introduction 

Hungry? If you were born in the right part of the world and into the right social class, the 
solution to your problem is no farther away than the nearest refrigerator.  If you weren't, then 
you may go hungry all your short life, as 800 million people do, who were born in the wrong 
place and into the wrong social class.   

Lots of people, frankly, are tired of hearing about them and their problems, which seem eternal 
and inevitable.  Not So. 

The reasons people go hungry are not mysterious.  Mass starvation is not an act of God.  Hunger 
is created and maintained by human decisions. 1   

Historical and Political Background 

The historical and political background of the right to food is much more than the history and 
politics of malnutrition.  It concerns the development of the notion of access to food as a right. 
As a right it sets obligations on the state and community of states.  These obligations have been 
established as "enforceable" through centuries of social struggle for a democratic state in the 
service of the people.  Providing access to food and work has been seen as a moral obligation for 
rulers from the dawn of history.  The only (but decisive) difference between these moral 
obligations and the right to food is, of course, the fact that human rights give a claim to the poor 
and vulnerable groups that is, in principle, enforceable.  Traditionally people had no remedy 
other than revolt against a king or state that failed to meet its obligations.  The idea of the human 
right to food is to establish procedural and legal means for seeking remedies against authorities 
when they fail to guarantee access to food.  This idea is barely 200 years old-and not yet legally 
implemented in most states even today. 

A Litany for Survival 

-Audre Lorde  

For those of us who live at the shoreline 



standing upon the constant edges of decision 
crucial and alone 
for those of us who cannot indulge 
the passing dreams of choice 
who love in doorways coming and going 
in the hours between dawns 
looking inward and outward 
at once before and after 
seeking a now that can breed  
futures 
like bread in our children's mouths 
so their dreams will not reflect  
the death of ours; 
For those of us 
who were imprinted with fear 
like a faint line in the center of our foreheads 
learning to be afraid with our mother's milk 
for by this weapon 
this illusion of some safety to be found 
the heavy-footed hoped to silence us 
For all of us 
this instant and this triumph 
We were never meant to survive. 
And when the sun rises we are afraid 
it might not remain 
when the sun sets we are afraid 
it might not rise in the morning 
when our stomachs are full we are afraid 
of indigestion 
when our stomachs are empty we are afraid 
we may never eat again 
when we are loved we are afraid 
love will vanish 
when we are alone we are afraid 
love will never return 
and when we speak we are afraid 
our words will not be heard  
nor welcomed 
but when we are silent 
we are still afraid. 
So it is better to speak 
Remembering 
we were never meant to survive. 

In situations of scarcity, even the best state in the world cannot guarantee that people do not go 



these famines did not originate from lack of availability of food.  They were due to lack of 
access to food by the victims, as a result of poverty or (other) political disorder. 

Current Context 

Estimates indicate that more than 840 million people throughout the world are chronically 
undernourished-in spite of a record availability of food per capita in most countries and 
globally.  Nearly 40,000 children die due to malnutrition and its diseases every day.  It is the 
poor (both in the North and in the South) who are the victims.  The poor are deprived of their 
resources while the rich monopolize them for their luxury needs.  People (both in the North and 
the South) are displaced from their lands, forests, pastures, fishing grounds.  Billions of people 
are excluded from secure participation in the economic life of their respective countries and 
globally-and hence from food security. 

Lack of access to food can be due to two reasons: There is no food available, or food is 
available, but cannot be accessed by the deprived persons.  In the past, almost exclusive 
emphasis has been put on the overall availability of food.  Guaranteeing the right to food has 
therefore often been seen as being mainly linked to food production to overcome scarcity.  Such 
an emphasis, however, is only correct in so far as it deals with the production of food by the 
poor for themselves.  Often the poor lack access to food as a result of their marginal resource 
base.  The yield per hectare on the fields of the rich and the overall availability of food is 
irrelevant for them, if they are too poor to buy this surplus.  Another issue is whether the 
accessed food is adequate in terms of a number of variables, such as nutritional quality, quantity 
and cultural acceptability. 

Famines as Failures of Entitlement  

"The entitlement approach views famines as economic disasters, not just as food crises. The 
empirical studies brought out several distinct ways in which famines can develop-defying the 
stereotyped uniformity of food availability decline. . . . That famines can take place without a 
substantial food availability decline is of interest mainly because of the hold that the food 
availability approach has in the usual famine analysis. The entitlement approach concentrates 
instead on the ability of different sections of the population to establish command over food, 
using the entitlement relations operating in that society depending on its legal, economic, 
political and social characteristics . . . 

"Four general observations on the entitlement approach to famines: First, the entitlement 
approach provides a general framework for analysing famines rather than one particular 
hypothesis about their causation. Second, it is of interest that famines can arise in over-all 
boom conditions (as in Bengal in 1943) as well as in slump conditions (as in Ethiopia in 1974). 
Third, it is important to distinguish between decline of food availability and that of direct 
entitlement. The former is concerned with how much food there is in the economy in question, 
while the latter deals with each food-grower's output of food which he is entitled to consume 
directly. Finally, the focus on entitlement has the effect of emphasizing legal rights. Other 
relevant factors, for example market forces, can be seen as operating through a system of legal 



relations (ownership rights, contractual obligations, legal exchanges, etc.). The law stands 
between food availability and food entitlement. Starvation deaths can reflect legality with a 
vengeance." 2 

There is no doubt among the experts that adequate food is available (or could be produced with 
current resources) not only on a global scale, but also in almost every country-even in those 
known for persistent malnutrition.  Many of the so-called poor countries produce more than 
enough food not only for their internal markets, but even for export, with hunger and 
malnutrition nonetheless persisting in the country.  In a market economy, people who are too 
poor to exercise effective demand will not have food (unless they produce food for themselves, 
or receive food through transfers).  Hunger and malnutrition today are not about availability of 
food, but are a matter of rights and entitlements.  

Legally Guaranteed Access to Food for the Poor-Critical Voices 

Some people maintain that the obligation of states to provide access to food exists only towards 
the "deserving poor"-those who lack access to food for reasons beyond their control.  The 
tendency is to blame the poor and vulnerable groups for their impoverished status.  

Fears that a state feeding part of its population would eventually face economic ruin have little 
to do with the human right to food.  The fact that there is a legal guarantee to certain goods in 
case of basic need does not mean that people deliberately fall in need and that such goods are 
then generally obtained by invoking this guarantee (thus leading to a state feeding its people). 
There are many reasons why people would not make use of this guarantee-the simplest reason 
being that they prefer not to fall into deprivation.  Experience shows that people who are given a 
real choice (by providing them access to resources, technologies and work with dignity) prefer 
to use these opportunities to feed themselves. 

There is another critique of the human right to food (and similar economic and social rights).  In 
this argument, a state strong enough to legally guarantee access to food would necessarily 
undermine civil and political rights.  Usually this critique points to the experience in the Soviet 
Union and other socialist countries.  It is wrong, however, on both counts.  The Soviet Union did 



not provide a legal guarantee for economic and social rights, nor do states implementing 
economic and social human rights have to do so at the expense of civil and political rights.  
Quite the contrary: Only on the basis of economic and social rights can political and civil rights 
flourish without discrimination and vice versa.  This is one of the aspects of the indivisibility of 
human rights-and has been aptly pointed out by the international community. 

The Right to Food as a Human Right 

Given the crucial importance of access to food in a world of plenty where massive hunger 
persists, it may not come as a surprise that the right to food has been playing a pioneering role in 
the resurgence of economic and social rights during the past fifteen years.  The right to food was 
the first of the ESC rights to be studied by the UN human rights system.  

In 1987 a report titled The Right to Food as a Human Right became the starting point for a series 
of investigations into the rights contained in the ICESCR.  The crucial role of the right to food 
was reconfirmed almost ten years later when the 1996 World Food Summit requested the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights to define its legal content.  Another consequence of the World 
Food Summit was the "Draft Code of Conduct on the Right to Adequate Food."  This document 
was an outcome of action taken by FIAN (the international human rights organization on the 
right to feed oneself), WANAHR (the World Alliance for Food and Nutrition) and the Instituto 
Jacques Maritain.  The Draft Code’s article 4 is considered to provide the current definition of 
the right to food.  It states:  

The right to adequate food means that every man, woman and child alone and in community 
with others must have physical and economic access at all times to adequate food using a 
resource base appropriate for its procurement in ways consistent with human dignity.  The right 
to adequate food is a distinct part of the right to an adequate standard of living. 

The right to food is enshrined in several international human rights and other treaties.  They are:  

1.      The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

Article 11(1) states clearly that the "right to an adequate standard of living includes food, 
housing, clothing." Moreover, article 11(2) recognizes the "fundamental right of everyone to be 
free from hunger." 

2.      Convention on the Rights of the Child  

Article 24(2)(c) obligates states parties "to combat disease and malnutrition, including within 
the framework of primary health care, through, inter alia, the application of readily available 
technology and through the provision of adequate nutritious food and clean drinking water, 
taking into consideration the dangers and risks of environmental pollution." 

3.   The Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions, and Relating to the Protection of 
Victims of International and Non-International Armed Conflicts  



The Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions, and Relating to the Protection of Victims 
of International and Non-International Armed Conflicts declares in article 54(1) that starvation 
of civilians as a method of warfare is prohibited.  Article 54(2) prohibits attack, destruction, 
removal or rendering useless objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population, 
such as foodstuffs, drinking water installations and supplies and irrigation works, for the specific 
purpose of denying them for their sustenance value to the civilian population or to the adverse 
party, whatever the motive, whether in order to starve out civilians, to cause them to move 
away, or any other motive.  

Hunger makes a person climb up to the 
ceiling 
And hold on to the rafters. 
It makes a person lie down - 
But not feel at rest. 
It makes a person lie down - 
Unable to stand. 
It makes a person lie down - 
And count the rafters . . .  

-oral tradition from Nigeria3 

Elements of Right to Food-Right to Adequate Food  

Access to adequate food is fundamental for the right to adequate food.  Accessed food must be 
adequate in terms of quality and quantity.  Access to adequate food has been defined in terms of 
intake of nutrients, calories and proteins.  Hunger and malnutrition are the consequences of 
lacking access to adequate food.  The consequences of food deprivation can be diagnosed with 
considerable medical precision.  Malnutrition need not be undernutrition (lacking quantity of 
food intake), but could also be due to lack of quality food.  Both are often the results of poverty 
and discrimination, in particular gender-based discrimination.  

Precise indicators for food intake and malnutrition are less important for the description of the 
right to food than might be expected.  A breach of a state’s obligations can normally be detected 
without counting calorie intake or having the victimized person go through a medical 
examination. 

Adequate food may also refer to socioeconomic and cultural circumstances.  Similar to an 
adequate standard of living, adequate food means different things under different cultural cir-
cumstances.  Nevertheless, there is a minimum standard universal under all (cultural and other) 
circumstances.  This minimum has even been spelled out in article 11(2) of ICESCR as the 
fundamental right to freedom from hunger. 

There are definitions for hunger and malnutrition in terms of intake of nutrients.  It is possible to 
establish minimum dietary requirements as well as a minimum income necessary to prevent 
hunger and malnutrition and deprivations of other basic needs for deprived groups.  This has 
often been called the "absolute poverty line" or "basic needs line," whereas the income 



necessary for an adequate standard of living according to article 11(1) is called the "relative 
poverty line."  

Absence of absolute poverty can be seen as the minimum standard under the right to an ade-
quate standard of living.  In terms of income the relative poverty line is normally defined as a 
percentage of average per capita income in the country.  Most social scientists would agree that 
anything below 40 percent of per capita income is generally seen as relative deprivation.  
Therefore the 40 percent mark would be called the "relative poverty line" or "adequacy line." 

Right to Food and Interdependency of Rights 

The right to adequate food provides an example of the interdependency of human rights.  There 
are many aspects to this right that demonstrate strong links with other human rights.  The human 
right to food is part of the right to an adequate standard of living.  An adequate standard of 
living is either a result of a transfer or seen as something earned in return for economic 
activities, like wage labor, self-employment, providing goods, services or means of production.  
A living is earned or transferred, and quite often it is both.  The right to an adequate standard of 
living can therefore be seen to be implemented through social welfare transfers, through the 
right to earn one’s living or through the right to social security. 

The right to work (See Module 10) 

For many of the most vulnerable groups, the right to food poses itself not so much as a question 
of the right to social welfare payments, as these systems have not yet been fully put in place.  
Under such circumstances addressing the right to food means first of all addressing the family’s 
and community’s right to feed themselves.  This means access for the family or community to 
productive resources and work.  Most people realize their right to food by realizing their right to 
work.   

The Right to Food and Labor Rights 

A Case Study from the State of Georgia, USA  

During 1997-98, as part of its "Welfare Rights are Human Rights" campaign, the Georgia 
Citizens' Coalition on Hunger launched a "Living Wage Campaign" to raise the minimum 
hourly wage in the state, which was not in compliance with the federal minimum wage of 
$5.15 per hour. In Georgia employers who do not receive federal funds are permitted to pay 
only $3.25 per hour. Because Georgia is a notoriously antiunion state, many US companies 
relocate there to take advantage of the poorly paid work force. In addition, subminimum wage 
labor is available from "welfare exiles"-people who are kicked out of the welfare system after 
only four years, not the federal standard of five-and from prison labor. Many corporations are 
switching the few remaining manufacturing and service industry jobs away from unionized 
labor to prisoner and welfare labor as a way to cut their production costs. The Hunger Coalition 
commissioned a public survey on this issue and found that the majority of Georgians supported 
raising the minimum wage. They also worked with researchers from local universities to 
determine that the minimum wage level to lift a family of four out of poverty (as defined in the 



US) is $10 per hour, twice the current federal minimum wage. 

The right to social security (see Module11 ) 

The right to social security when seen in a very narrow sense includes the security of access to 
food for persons unable to participate in economic life, where they would otherwise earn their 
living.  Social security, however, must not be identified with welfare state measures.  Social 
security is a universal concept going far beyond social insurance, which is a method of 
implementing the right to social security.  In many societies social security is provided through 
the extended family or other means.  Already in article 25 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights the right to (social) security is seen as a means to address the lack of livelihood 
under specific circumstances as described above, and it is attached to the right to an adequate 
standard of living that introduces the same article.  We can therefore say that the right to social 
security implements the right to an adequate standard of living under circumstances where 
persons do not earn their living.  

The right to an adequate standard of living complements the traditional concept of social 
security, which makes these services depend on "circumstances beyond his control."  In order to 
receive traditional social security benefits, there are quite often specific tests of eligibility.  The 
right to an adequate standard of living, however, introduces state measures (like social welfare) 
that must be available on the sole basis that a person’s other income is insufficient to provide for 
an adequate standard of living, and in particular food.  

The right to health (see Module 14) 

      The right to food is closely linked to the right to health.  This is obvious for the question of 
undernutrition, which is the ultimate cause of a very large number of health-related deaths in the 
Southern hemisphere.  Studies in the Northern hemisphere reveal that poor people’s diet is less 
healthy than that of rich people.  In addition, the effects of agricultural production techniques 
promoted by agribusiness threaten everybody’s health-rich and poor.  Access to food that is 
really adequate in terms of health has become a problem for many Northerners. 

      Both the health risks and lack of sustainability of current agricultural practices shed new 
light on article 11(2) of the Covenant related to reform of agrarian systems.  The same is true 
when it comes to the right to work in agriculture-or in rural areas in general. 

Women’s Right to Food (see Module 4) 

Food is largely a women’s issue.  In most families it is women who prepare the meals and who 
work in the fields.  At the same time, it is often they who eat last and eat only what is left over.  
Women own about 1 percent of the agricultural land in the world, although they work perhaps 
more than 50 percent of the land.   

Women’s minimum wage is generally lower than men’s minimum wage for the same work.  
Thus, work that may feed a man may not feed a woman.  Women’s weaker economic position 
makes women usually more vulnerable to hunger and malnutrition.  The extra strains of 



pregnancy and child rearing also put an extra risk on women’s food security.   

Inheritance laws that exclude the wife or girl child can put her in a weak position, threatening 
her food security once her husband or father has died.  Family structures in many places put the 
food security of women into the hands of their husbands, brothers, or other males.  These 
situations need special attention by every state and the community of states.  They need to be 
addressed and remedied through education and legislation. 

Many measures of economic security policies or employment programs themselves overlook 
women and their food needs.  Women continue to suffer discrimination in the implementation of 
many of the states’ obligations described in the next section.  Women’s rights have in many 
situations a great bearing on their right to food. 

A Community’s Right to Feed Itself 

Food cannot be separated from how it is produced, how it is acquired and how it is eaten.  These 
are fundamental aspects of the culture and values of a community and of its identity.  Adequate 
food is more than a package of calories and nutrients, and more than just a commodity.  
Adequate food is culture.  Cultural and minority rights related to food have to be respected, 
protected and fulfilled.  In most cases this requires a community to feed itself.  This is obvious 
for indigenous people.  However, a general indicator of societies offering a high quality of life is 
that they value food as part of their culture and feed themselves.  (See Module 17 for more on 
cultural rights.) 

In most situations of severe hunger and malnutrition, people lack access to food because their 
community lacks access to food.  The right to feed oneself frequently primarily affects a 
community rather than an individual.  Within such an affected community it may be women and 
girls who suffer most from deprivation of food.  Under many circumstances it is therefore 
necessary to see the right to food, and in particular the right to feed oneself, as a right of 
communities (derived, of course, from the individual’s right to food) rather than primarily as a 
right of individuals. 

Agrarian Reform 

For a considerable number of countries, hardly any serious expert believes that these countries 
will be able to implement the right to feed oneself for the rural masses in the foreseeable future 
without agrarian reform.  Evading agrarian reform measures under such circumstances violates 
the right to feed oneself.  Such evasion may take different forms.  Obviously, the crudest form is 
the simple absence of agrarian reform legislation or agrarian reform programs.  The most 
common form, however, is that of deficient agrarian reform programs/laws with loopholes that 
prevent the distribution of land to landless peasants.  Agrarian reform that meets the obligation 
to fulfill access to adequate food may require more than merely the distribution of productive 
resources (land, water, technology, etc.). 

States’ Obligations 



The following states’ obligations have been clarified in recent years in the context of the 
ICESCR.  

The generic states’ obligations under the right to food are the obligations to respect, protect and 
fulfill each person’s access to food.  A breach of a state’s obligations leads to the destruction of 
a person’s access to food or keeps a person in a situation of food deprivation. 

The "respect-bound obligations" impose a duty on states not to destroy access to food.  These 
respect-bound obligations are unconditional in the sense that the state can always be expected to 
stop destroying people’s access to food.  Since even the poorest state can do so, these obliga-
tions are imperative. 

The "protection-bound obligations" make a state duty-bound to protect a person’s access to food 
against destruction by a third party-his or her neighbors, employers or business enterprises.  
Whereas the respect-bound obligations are fairly straightforward, protection-bound obligations 
can become fairly complicated.  What kind of protection can reasonably be expected from a 
state? 

The "fulfillment-bound obligations" refer to the state’s duty to fulfill access to food for those in 
need.  It means, in particular, the state’s obligation to provide food for each person threatened by 
hunger and malnutrition.  What it does not mean is a general state obligation to provide food.  
To fulfill means nothing more and nothing less than to ensure that people overcome their 
deprivation. 

The obligations to protect and fulfill access to adequate food must be seen in relation to the 
proviso of "maximum use of available resources," as this may imply state infrastructure and 
resources.  In almost all countries and at the level of the international community of states, there 
is no general lack of food or resources to fulfill access to food for all.  Lack of food is rather a 
problem of poverty and lacking access to productive resources and work. 

Principle of Nondiscrimination and Sustainability 

The principle of nondiscrimination is particularly important for the right to food.  The state’s 
obligations mentioned must be implemented and enforced without discrimination, for example, 
on the basis of gender or generation.  Nondiscrimination on the basis of generation has to 
include the children, and the aged as well as future generations.  As far as children and future 
generations are concerned, the principle of nondiscrimination calls for sustainability of access to 
food.  This includes concerns about future food production, as many current agricultural 
production practices are not sustainable.  The human rights principle of sustainability entails an 
obligation of the community of states to address these questions here and now.  Present 
agricultural and other economic practices, which bank on the food resources of future 
generations, need to be stopped as a matter of human rights. 

National Legal Recognition 



The right to food is usually recognized as part of the right to an adequate standard of living.  
This is implicit (and often explicit) in the provisions relating to social security, minimum in-
come, agrarian reform or minimum wage legislation, which tend to refer to basic needs, in-
cluding food. 

The constitutional law of most democratic countries acknowledges that the state has to give a 
guarantee to secure adequate living conditions for everybody.  When it comes to the role of the 
right to an adequate standard of living and the right to food in domestic jurisprudence, the 
picture changes somewhat.  True, for certain elements of the right to food, there does exist 
considerable jurisprudence.  When it comes to legally guaranteed access to food for the poor, 
however, the situation is less convincing.  In many countries there are social security provisions 
that provide a lump sum payment, which should make sure that everybody has access to 
adequate food.  This does not, however, normally entail a legal guarantee to be free from 
hunger.  

Peoples' Action for Restoring Access to Food-Filipino Peasants Case  

In 1991-92 some regions in the Philippines were affected by severe drought which lasted 
several months. The peasants in Seltan Kudarat had consumed all their food reserves as a result 
of the drought. They sought the help of government agency in charge of public emergency 
supplies in the region. They met with the officials several times who announced that the 
peasants would get paddy on a loan-base to be paid back after the next crop. But these 
promises were never kept. The peasants also received reports regarding transportation of paddy 
from storage places to other places and suspected that some shady deals were taking place 
behind their backs. Meanwhile, the community also witnessed death of children and elderly 
persons as a result of starvation. Not willing to tolerate any more the apathy of the government 
agency, about 1,500 peasants gathered in front of the storage house and took the paddy and 
distributed it in an orderly fashion. The paddy was distributed to the members of the 
community as a loan as agreed upon with the officials previously.  

The following day, the government arrested 21 peasant leaders and charged for robbery. Most 
of the paddy was also collected back from the community. FIAN, the international human 
rights organization for the right to feed oneself, mounted a campaign on behalf of the starving 
peasants and their arrested leaders. FIAN argued against the charges of robbery by invoking 
the right to food and the respective governmental obligation. One of the peasants wrote to 
FIAN, "I could never believe that peasants like us could make ourselves heard nationally and 
internationally. So many people turn their eyes to our situation and recognize that we, too, are 
human beings with dignity and rights." 

After one year, the government dropped the case against the peasant leaders. The Minister of 
Justice acknowledged that the peasants were not guilty of the charge of robbery. He referred to 
the circumstances that led to the action by the peasants and used the ESC rights framework to 
put forth his arguments regarding the actions of the peasants.4  



Implementation and Enforcement Mechanisms 

Implementation (or enforcement) of the right to food does not mean to promote that people 
somehow get food.  It means more than that.  It means for the state to establish mechanisms for 
carrying out its obligations (if necessary by using its power of sanction).  It goes without saying 
that enforcement will be the result not of a benevolent state but of struggle by the people and 
political movements.  The importance of making political use of the human right to food by each 
and every one can hardly be overrated.  Widespread and simple reference to this straightforward 
human right will be the best way to promote it.  However, this does not change the formal truth 
that it is the state or community of states who, in the end, have to provide such mechanisms. 

Implementation and enforcement mechanisms for the human right to food are not just any 
mechanisms that respect, protect and fulfill people’s access to food.  For example, it is not a 
question of merely having any food policy regimes, agrarian reform, employment guarantee 
schemes, minimum wages laws, welfare programs and social legislation, consumer protection, 
criminal codes, etc.  These may facilitate enjoyment of the right to food and are part of states’ 
obligations.  What is fundamental is the concept of guaranteed remedy.  Human rights are legal 
in nature, even if they are not implemented in positive law. 

With regard to international procedures, international law provides for states to report under the 
relevant treaties.  This procedure is of limited scope, but in recent years the scope has been 
extended by the CESCR, which monitors states’ reports.   The development of ESC rights would 
be strengthened by allowing for individual complaints at the UN by alleged victims of violations 
of these rights.  Under the European Social Charter (which does not contain explicit mention of 
the right to food, but only the right to freedom from poverty), a similar collective complaint 
procedure came into force a year ago. 

International Obligations 

According to ICESCR article 2(1), states parties undertake to take steps "individually and 
through international assistance and co-operation."  Hence we have to consider international 
obligations, referring to beneficiaries living outside the territory of the state in question.  These 
international obligations are particularly important for the right to food. 

As far as international respect-bound and protection-bound obligations are concerned, states 
have to prevent the destruction of access to food in foreign countries.  The fact that the victims 
live in foreign state B, which has respect-bound and protection-bound obligations itself, does not 
release state A from the duty to act and have a decisive impact to protect access to food abroad.  
Here are two such situations: 

If a transnational corporation with a seat in country A destroys access to food in country B (for 
example, by forced evictions), this should lead to legal action under the legal systems of A even 
if state B does not intervene.   

If dumping is practiced in international trade by an industry in country A against a vulnerable 



group in country B and this group would lose its access to food as a consequence, this crime 
against the right to food is to be considered punishable in country A even if country B does not 
intervene. 

Lack of resources and limited control over international trade and finance have an impact on 
nation-states’ ability to meet their obligation to fulfill access to adequate food.  It shows in 
particular the need to supplement their national social policies with global social policies.  
Employment programs as well as food or cash transfers are some programs that are necessary to 
ensure access to food.  For some countries this can make considerable demand on the national 
resources.  International cooperation in the progressive realization of the right to food, as 
mentioned in ICESCR article 2(1), would mean that there must be an international contribution 
to resource-poor countries for financing such programs-and not only in cases of natural or 
political calamities. 

 Declarations and Resolutions related to the Right to Food 

1.       The Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1948) 

The UDHR declares in paragraph: 25: "Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate 
for the health and well-being of himself and his family, including food."  

2.   The Universal Declaration on the Eradication of Hunger and Malnutrition (1974) 

The Universal Declaration proclaims: "Every man, woman, and child has the inalienable right 
to be free from hunger and malnutrition in order to develop fully and maintain their physical 
and mental faculties."  

3.  The Rome Declaration on World Food Security (1996) 

The Rome Declaration states in article1: "We the Heads of State and Government, or our 
representatives, gathered at the World Food Summit at the invitation of the FAO, reaffirm the 
right of everyone to have access to safe and nutritious food, consistent with the right to 
adequate food and the fundamental right of everyone to be free from hunger." 

4.   The Plan of Action of the World Food Summit (1996) 

The Plan of Action formulated as its objective 7.4: "To clarify the content of the right to 
adequate food and the fundamental right of everyone to be free from hunger, as stated in the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and other relevant 
international and regional instruments, and to give particular attention to the implementation 
and full and progressive realisation of this right as a means of achieving food security for all." 

5.   The Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1959) 

Principles 4 and 8 of the Declaration of the Rights of the Child state: "The child shall have the 
right to adequate nutrition, housing, recreation and medical services . . . The child shall in all 



circumstances be among the first to receive protection and relief."  

6.   The Declaration on the Protection of Women and Children in Emergency and Armed 
Conflicts (1974) 

The Declaration states that women and children finding themselves in armed conflict in the 
struggle for peace, or who live in occupied territories, shall not be deprived of shelter, food, 
medical aid or other inalienable rights.  

7.  The World Employment Conference (1976) 

Headline 2 of the World Employment Conference reads: "Basic needs, as understood in this 
Programme of Action, include two elements.  First, they include certain minimum 
requirements of a family for private consumption: adequate food . . . Second they include . . . 
safe drinking water . . ." 

8.  The World Food Programme (1977) 

In the fourth statement of the World Food Programme, food is an aid to economic and social 
development especially to the most vulnerable and neediest groups.  Special emphasis is placed 
on projects in the neediest countries.  Also emergency food needs and promoting world food 
security in accordance with the UN and the FAO are noted.  

9.   The Declaration of Principles of the World Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural 
Development  (1979) 

The Declaration says in article 1(7): "Believing that poverty, hunger and malnutrition retard 
national development efforts and negatively affect world social and economic stability and that 
their eradication is the primary objective of world development . . ." Article 1(14) underlines, 
"Recognizing that the UN system has a responsibility to formulate a new international 
development strategy and that the Food and Agriculture Organization, under the terms of its 
constitution, has an explicit obligation to elaborate those parts of this new strategy in regard to 
food . . ."   

10.   The Codex Alimentarius Commission of the Code of Ethics for International Trade (1979) 

The Codex Alimentarius Commission recognized that adequate, safe, sound and wholesome 
food is a vital element for the achievement of acceptable standards of living and that the right 
to the individual and his family is proclaimed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 
the United Nations.  In article 2(1) it underlines, "This code applies to all food introduced into 
international trade," and it continues in article 2(2), "This code establishes standards of ethical 
conduct to be applied by all those concerned with international trade in food."  

11.   The International Conference on Nutrition (ICN) World Declaration on Nutrition (1992) 

The Declaration referred to international cooperation in the implementation of the right to food 



by stating: "Bearing in mind the right to an adequate standard of living including food, 
contained in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, we pledge to act in solidarity to 
ensure that freedom from hunger becomes a reality."  

On the basis of the large number of international pronouncements on the right to food, some 
people might argue that the right to food is now part of international customary law. 
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