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their right to adequate food and nutrition, and the fragmented attention 
to food as commodity and the medicalization of nutritional health. Three 
conditions arising from these disconnects are discussed: structural violence 
and discrimination frustrating the realization of women’s human rights, as 
well as their private and public contributions to food and nutrition secu-
rity for all; many women’s experience of their and their children’s simulta-
neously independent and intertwined subjectivities during pregnancy and 
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by poorly regulated food and nutrition industry marketing practices; and 
the neoliberal economic system’s interference both with the autonomy and 
self-determination of women and their communities and with the strength-
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This book celebrates

The memory of all those women and men who gave or lost their 
lives in the struggle for the human rights we enjoy today, which 
we have the obligation to continue defending for our children 
and grandchildren.

The lives of those women and men who today, with their strug-
gle, make visible the need for all of us to mobilize to ensure that 
human rights are guaranteed for all.

Let’s celebrate their memory and lives, not with a minute of 
silence—they would not like us to be silent—but with a thun-
dering minute of applause.

This book is dedicated

To our gentle, determined, and tireless friend, Roseane do 
Socorro Gonçalves Viana, who left us a powerful message of hope 
and belief in the essential goodness of each and every person, of 
the need to take on our individual and collective responsibili-
ties to ensure the welfare and dignity of all and each and every 
one, that all struggles are important and must be respected, and, 
most of all, that the voices of the affected must be heard.
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Foreword

I am deeply grateful to Anne C. Bellows, Stefanie Lemke, María Daniela 
Núñez Burbano de Lara, and Flavio Valente for providing me with the 
opportunity to express my appreciation for their work. With this book, they 
help us understand how challenging gender-based violence is essential to the 
eradication of hunger and malnutrition. Women and girls, they recall, are 
overrepresented among the victims of violations of the right to food: world-
wide, about 60 percent of the undernourished are women or girls (ECOSOC  
2007, para. 14; WFP 2009, 5). This in itself is unacceptable and calls  
for combating gender discrimination in access to food to become a global 
priority. For this reason alone, this book deserves to be widely read and 
discussed: it provides a gender lens through which to examine the failures 
of the mainstream food system we have inherited from the previous century.

But there is more, of course. Gender empowerment is the single most 
important determinant of improved nutritional outcomes: a cross-country 
study of developing countries covering the period 1970–1995 found that 
43 percent of the reduction of hunger was attributable to the progress of 
women’s education, almost as much as increased food availability (26 percent) 
and improvements to the health environment (19 percent) during that period 
combined; 12 additional percent of the reduction of hunger were attributable 
to increased life expectancy of women, so that we owe in total 55 percent of 
the gains against hunger during those twenty-five years to an improvement of 
women’s situation within societies (Smith and Haddad 2000).

Thus, by combating the abuses women and girls face and by investing 
more in them, using an approach that is empowering and enlarges their real 
freedoms, the gains accrue to the entire society. In order to achieve this, this 
volume shows, the question of power—and of its abuse by those holding it 
in any society—needs to be addressed directly. This explains the focus of 
the book on the political economy of food systems, as well as the insistence 
of the authors on using the human right to adequate food and nutrition 
as a tool to challenge existing hierarchies and the routines that perpetu-
ate male domination. Indeed, there is a mutually reinforcing relationship 
between the expansion of the social and economic opportunities for women, 
in particular by improving their access to education and resources, and the 
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xx Foreword

improvement of their role in decison-making within the household and 
within society: greater economic independence will improve the bargaining 
position of women within the household and increase their voice in public 
decision-making, while empowerment in turn can accelerate the removal of 
the obstacles to the expansion of their opportunities as economic agents.

By putting the emphasis on power and the political economy of food 
systems, this book forces us to pay attention to a number of questions that 
are generally dismissed as irrelevant, or conveniently ignored: who makes 
the decisions in food systems reform? Under the influence of which inter-
ests? On the basis of which information? Taking as departure point which  
framing of the problem of hunger and malnutrition? And are women and 
girls involved in providing the framing and in designing solutions, or are 
they excluded? The first contribution of this book is in providing us with 
this new lens through which food systems reform can be analyzed, encour-
aging us to rethink our routine ways of searching for answers.

The second contribution of the book is to link questions related to gen-
der empowerment to the right to adequate food and nutrition. The right to 
adequate food and nutrition as a human right goes beyond the requirement 
of food security alone, for three reasons: first, because it acknowledges that 
adequate education and health are essential in ensuring that food intakes 
translate into improved health and nutritional outcomes; second, because 
it insists on dietary diversity and access to healthy foods as components 
of adequate nutrition that cannot be reduced to a requirement of access to 
minimum calorie requirements; and third, because of the dimension of state 
accountability that an approach focused on the right to adequate food and 
nutrition entails.

Gender sensitive policies empowering women within households in a 
human rights framework can make a significant contribution at all three 
levels. First, the provision of childcare services and the redistribution of 
power within the household not only should allow women to make the 
choices that matter for infants but should also ensure that men contribute 
to giving such care and that this activity is valued as it should. Second, the 
gender dimension is crucial to ensure that investments in agriculture will 
translate into improved health or nutritional outcomes. Such investments 
should ensure access to sufficiently diverse and balanced diets, allowing all 
individuals to have access to the full range of macro- and micro-nutrients 
that are necessary to all, at all ages, to lead active and healthy lives, and 
they should allow for a reduction in rural poverty, taking into account the 
income effects of various paths of agricultural development. Support to 
agriculture shall be especially effective in improving nutritional outcomes 
if such support increases the incomes of the poorest households, and within  
these households, benefits women in particular. And a greater role of women 
in making decisions regarding the priorities of agricultural research and 
development will generally result in a greater attention being paid to the 
nutritional needs of the family, rather than to profit maximization only. 
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Foreword xxi

Third, finally, the right to adequate food and nutrition implies that what-
ever support is provided to women and girls—including in particular their 
protection from discrimination—is a matter of human rights. Women and 
girls are not simply beneficiaries of programs based on charity and the sup-
port provided to them is not simply instrumental, a means to improve food 
and nutrition security: instead, women and girls are rights holders, who 
have claims against duty bearers, quite apart from the contribution gender 
empowerment can make to the reduction of overall rates of hunger and 
malnutrition.

Women’s empowerment and the adoption of gender sensitive policies are 
key also because of the contribution both can make to gender role shifting. 
Indeed, it is broadly acknowledged that public services should be strength-
ened in order to alleviate the burdens and time poverty that many women 
face—in particular by the provision of child care in rural areas, but also by 
the provision of piped water and access to clean energy sources—in order 
to reduce the time women and girls spend fetching water or fuelwood. It is 
also largely accepted that the unpaid work women and girls disproportion-
ately contribute within the household should be recognized. Reduction and 
recognition are incomplete, however, unless accompanied by the redistribu
tion of roles (Elson 2010; Eyben and Fontana 2011). Consistent with its 
preamble, which recognizes that “a change in the traditional role of men as 
well as the role of women in society and in the family is needed to achieve 
full equality between men and women,” article 5(a) of the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW; 
UN General Assembly 1979) provides in this regard that states parties shall 
seek to “modify the social and cultural patterns of conduct of men and 
women, with a view to achieving the elimination of prejudices and custom-
ary and all other practices which are based on the idea of the inferiority or 
the superiority of either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men and 
women.” Indeed, until the responsibilities in the non-monetary economy 
are more fairly shared between women and men, such responsibilities will 
continue to be undervalued and neglected—and those who perform them 
will not be supported as they should. “Redistribution initiatives are about 
supporting men’s and women’s own efforts to change gender norms that 
prevent men assuming equal roles in care responsibilities, making it easier 
for men to become more involved in and respected for sharing the family’s 
caring responsibilities as well as for doing paid care work” (Eyben and Fon-
tana 2011, 10).

None of this can be achieved without improving the participation of 
women at all levels of decision-making that affect the transformation of food  
systems. When they adopted the outcome document Keeping the Promise: 
United to Achieve the Millennium Development Goals at the sixty-fifth ses-
sion of the United Nations General Assembly in September 2010, the heads 
of state and government committed to “improve the numbers and active par-
ticipation of women in all political and economic decision-making processes, 
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xxii Foreword

including by investing in women’s leadership in local decision-making struc-
tures and processes, encouraging appropriate legislative action and creat-
ing an even playing field for men and women in political and Government 
institutions” (UN General Assembly 2010, para. 72(f)).

Improved representation of women at the local level is just as impor-
tant as their improved representation in national parliaments and exec-
utives. In fact, it could be even more significant: the decisions made at 
the local level are of great practical importance to what matters most to 
women’s ability to contribute to the realization of the right to food, as 
such decisions concern the allocation of land, the choice of which crops 
to grow, or how the available labor shall be shared between the plots 
of land. In addition, it is by participation in local decision-making that 
women can most easily challenge the dominant representations concern-
ing power and voice. This is one reason why enhancing leadership and 
participation of women in rural institutions is one of the four pillars of 
the initiative launched in September 2012 jointly by UN Women, the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the Interna-
tional Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and the World Food 
Programme (WFP). The program, Accelerating Progress toward the Eco-
nomic Empowerment of Rural Women, will be implemented during its 
initial five-year phase in Ethiopia, Guatemala, Kyrgyzstan, Liberia, Nepal, 
Niger, and Rwanda. It is premised on the idea that economic and political 
empowerment are mutually supportive and should go hand in hand: the 
expansion of economic opportunities for women and their enhanced role 
as economic agents improve their status within the community and can 
create the necessary social consensus for a greater role of women in rural 
institutions and local governance and, at the same time, women’s politi-
cal empowerment can facilitate the adoption of reforms in public policies 
that will improve their status in the economy. The important implication 
is that neither economic nor political empowerment should be seen as a 
prerequisite of each other: instead, both processes should go hand in hand, 
leading in time to a virtuous cycle in which women’s economic emancipa-
tion facilitates their ability to have “voice” in decision-making, which in 
turn shall help remove the current obstacles they face in expanding their 
economic opportunities.

For all the reasons outlined above, this book makes a major contri-
bution to our understanding of the root causes of hunger and malnutri-
tion and of the importance of challenging the violence against women 
and girls as a key determinant of both. But it also is remarkable by the 
methodological démarche that it adopts. This collection of essays is the 
result of a process of co-construction between two non-governmental 
organizations, FIAN International and the Geneva Infant Feeding Asso-
ciation (GIFA)—the latter part of the International Baby Food Action 
Network (IBFAN)—and academic researchers working within the Gender 
Nutrition Rights (GNR) research group based in Syracuse University, the  
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University of Hohenheim, and Coventry University. As such, it offers a 
clear demonstration of the need for social actors and scientists to collabo-
rate both in the framing problems and the identification of solutions, in a 
mode of research that is truly transdisciplinary.

Such a collaboration between different types of knowledge is an essential 
condition for policy relevant science to have an impact. The implementa-
tion of policy proposals will only succeed if they are perceived as legitimate 
both by those to whom they are addressed and by the intended beneficiaries. 
Such legitimacy in turn depends on involvement of those being addressed in 
shaping these proposals and ensuring that they are informed by their views 
and concerns. It also depends on such proposals addressing not only the 
symptoms—for instance, high rates of stunting among children or growing 
incidence of obesity—but also the causes of the problems identified, includ-
ing in particular the political economy of food systems. Finally, it depends 
on the policy proposals including mechanisms for self-correction: feedback 
loops allowing for policy revision that can be activated by social actors 
when unintended and undesirable consequences of existing policies are per-
ceived. In short, legitimate policy proposals are proposals that involve social 
actors, both ex ante and ex post, that include a requirement of participation 
at all stages, and that go beyond “fixes” in order to lead food systems to a 
sustainable trajectory by addressing the causes of failure.

I welcome this book as a major contribution not simply to the rights of 
women and girls as a central question of food systems reform, but also as a 
new and promising way to advance science.

Olivier De Schutter
Former United Nations special rapporteur on the  

right to food (2008–2014); member of the United Nations  
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
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Preface

The food crisis of 2008 was not an isolated incident or unique event from 
which the world economy and food security has re-stabilized. Rather, as 
Valente and Suárez Franco (2010, 455) state, “[the 2008 food crisis] is not 
new for more than 840 million people who have constantly been subjected 
to hunger over the last thirty years, millions of whom died of malnutrition 
and associated diseases, or had their quality of life severely affected by the 
consequences of malnutrition.”

The United Nations’ (UN) Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)’s 
estimates of persons experiencing food insecurity has been reevaluated with 
an improved methodological instrument called the prevalence of under-
nourishment (PoU) indicator (FAO, WFP, and IFAD 2012).1 New estimates 
of global hunger suggest that the increase in hunger during 2007–2010, the 
period characterized by food price and economic crises, was lower than pre-
viously estimated.2 The 2012 edition of the FAO’s yearly report The State 
of Food Insecurity in the World advises that 868 million people suffered 
from food insecurity in the 2010–12 time period at the global level (FAO, 
WFP, and IFAD 2012), less than previous projections in excess of one billion 
(e.g., FAO and WFP 2010). These more recent calculations have led some 
to think that “the worries [about world hunger] may be overdone and so 
are the demands that accompany them” (J. P. 2012). We could not disagree 
more with this statement. Eight hundred and seventy million hungry people 
are just as much of a disgrace as one billion. Popular demands to address the 
human right to adequate food and nutrition are more necessary than ever 
and are increasing. The new assessment method adjusts benchmarks; it does 
not dispute trends.

Although estimates of food insecurity differ, the geography and sociode-
mographic profile of the food insecure remains unaltered (FAO, WFP, 
and IFAD 2012; HRC 2011, 6). Among the most food insecure popula-
tion groups are food producing peasants, including small-scale and family 
farm holders, landless farmers surviving as tenants or agricultural workers, 
hunters and gatherers, pastoralists and fisherfolk, more particularly those 
living in higher risk environments and remote areas, as well as non-farm 
rural households, and the urban poor (HRC 2012a, 4; Scherr 2003, 15). 
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Within these, women and girls face violations of their right to adequate food 
and nutrition at a 60:40 ratio relative to men and boys (ECOSOC 2007) 
and comprise 70 percent of the poor (HRC 2012b; World Bank, FAO, and 
IFAD 2009). Obviously, not all women everywhere are hungry and gen-
der does not connote the “last” or “worst” basis for discrimination but is 
further complicated by differences of age, social status, sexuality, and dis/
ability, among others. Nevertheless, available data reveal that the structural 
power inequalities reflected in food and nutrition insecurity according to 
different status of livelihood, rural-urban location, nation, ethnicity, race, 
and class are consistently compounded by and manifested within gender 
discrimination.

As the chapters in this volume stress, knowledge of women’s contribu-
tion to family and community, despite socially ingrained gender-based dis-
crimination, is firmly established and extends back at least as far as Ester 
Boserup’s (1970) classic Woman’s Role in Economic Development. Indeed, 
since Boserup, programs have attempted to address women in development 
generally, and the ongoing disparities in women’s and girls’ access to eco-
nomic, social, and cultural rights, including the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition, in particular. That said, the obvious question to ask 
and the question that drives this volume is, why, when so many call for the 
inclusion of women and a gender perspective in food and nutrition security, 
is the food and nutrition security status of women and girls still not improv
ing? The collaborative effort of this volume’s authors attempts to address 
this question by embracing a more inclusive framework for the human right 
to adequate food and nutrition. Answering the question has consequences 
beyond the improvement of the nutritional status of women. At the heart 
of our inquiry is an analysis of social power imbalances that we recognize 
in gender relations, but that are further reflective of and rooted in macro-
economic scale inequalities. These disparities are leveraged and reinforced 
through the escalating reach and domination of the corporate private sector 
in the realm of public policy making arena.

A full realization of women’s right to adequate food and nutrition indeed 
is closely linked to the realization of the right to adequate food and nutri-
tion for all members of society and, further, can only be achieved in the 
context of holistic progress toward the realization of all human rights across 
the life span: economic, social, and cultural, as well as civil and political 
human rights. The moral logic of simple justice and equality and the social 
expediency of investment in women’s well-being to leverage their own, 
their families’, and their communities’ livelihoods and stability would seem 
self-evident drivers of food and nutrition policy. Yet the barriers to underrep-
resented voices in policy have increased. Since the UN Global Compact was 
launched in 2000 (its “blueprint for change” was recently praised once more 
by the UN secretary general as we finalize this volume’s manuscript in early 
2015),3 the involvement of the corporate private sector has been advanced 
in public decision-making under the guise of including all “stakeholders” in 
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Preface xxvii

policy development. As we write, corporate private global economic actors  
in policy development are compromising the independence, integrity, and 
trustworthiness of public policy making by essentially allowing the entity 
that needs to be regulated to establish the rules on regulation, or, in other 
words, permitting the fox to build the henhouse. One of today’s greatest 
challenges is an incomprehensible blindness to the fundamentally different 
nature of market-based actors whose primary institutional interest is the 
fiduciary duty to their shareholders to maximize profits.4 A full realization 
of human rights requires attention to non-discrimination and public partici-
pation by social actors who seek the prevention of and recourse for human 
rights violations. This differs from so-called policy “inclusiveness” that 
essentially opens new channels for corporate private interests and broadens 
the sector’s capacity to stymie policies and regulations deemed “ ‘unfriendly’ 
to profit maximization” (Richter 2014).

It has long since been established that women are the key to food and 
nutrition security as well as well-being at the household level (i.e., IFPRI 
2005; Kent 2002; Lemke et al. 2003; Maxwell and Smith 1992; Quisumb-
ing and Smith 2007; Smith and Haddad 2000). Further, composite indica-
tors for gender equality positively correlate with food security and social 
stability at the national level (UN 2002; von Grebmer et al. 2009).5 Already 
in 1984 it was asserted that the realization of the right to adequate food 
which “depends on an immense, economically uncompensated work input 
by women” is simultaneously frustrated by gender-based social and cul-
tural prejudice (Gussow, Muchena, and W. B. Eide 1984, 69). In the decade 
that opened doors to civil society participation in UN engagements, gender 
mainstreaming was introduced at the 1995 UN Fourth World Conference 
for Women in Beijing as the most effective means to address development as 
well as discrimination (Moser and Moser 2005). The 1995 Conference for 
Women did not, however, link women’s rights and gender mainstreaming 
with gender-based violations of the right to adequate food and nutrition. 
Neither did it address the complexities of mother-child interrelated rights, 
biology, and specifically, nutritional health, before and during pregnancy 
and breastfeeding. Finally, while gender mainstreaming promoted wom-
en’s participation in public policy, the top-down approach overlooked or 
ignored the real barriers, including structural violence, to women’s public 
participation. Nevertheless, a major step forward occurred a year later at the 
1996 FAO World Food Summit in Rome where the new food sovereignty 
movement began to press for women’s inclusion in rights-based and security 
approaches to food and nutrition, this time from the grassroots. Over the 
years, evolving UN frameworks and institutions have attempted to address 
the effective exclusion of women from access to universal human rights.

And yet, the former UN special rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier 
De Schutter, points to the paradox of a wide range of available human rights 
instruments designed to protect women’s and girls’ rights that are neverthe-
less juxtaposed against a consistently higher incidence of food and nutrition 
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xxviii Preface

rights violations among women and girls than among boys and men (HRC 
2012b, para. 1). Likewise, the Human Rights Council (HRC) Advisory 
Committee, in its 2011 study on discrimination in the context of the right to 
food, found that “[t]he intersection between women’s rights and the right to 
food provides a rich overview of a number of interrelated dimensions of dis-
crimination against women related to [reduced] access to land, property and 
markets, which are inextricably linked to access to education, employment, 
health care and political participation” and further that “[g]overnments are 
not living up to their international commitments to protect women from 
discrimination, as the gap between de jure equality and de facto discrimina-
tion continues to persist and resist change” (HRC 2011, para. 29).

Discrimination against women, as an inherent violation of the human 
rights principle of equality and non-discrimination, forms the lens through 
which the lack of significant progress on the realization of women’s right to 
adequate food and nutrition is framed and addressed in this volume. The 
UN Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) defines 
discrimination as

any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference or other differential 
treatment that is directly or indirectly based on the prohibited grounds 
of discrimination and which has the intention or effect of nullifying or 
impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, 
of Covenant rights. Discrimination also includes incitement to discrimi-
nate and harassment. (CESCR 2009, para. 7)

We, the authors of this cooperative writing project, and with particular 
attention dedicated in chapters 3 and 6, argue that discrimination, as an 
arbiter of social inequality, is very specifically policed and maintained by 
diverse forms of violence. Avoidance of or discomfort with the descriptor 
violence allows social and economic systems to label the most marginal-
ized and most discriminated against groups as “vulnerable,” transferring 
the quality of weakness and victimhood to those de facto denied their 
human rights. Simultaneously, the mantle of “patron” and “benefactor” is 
bestowed to entities that “share” their largesse with the underprivileged. In 
other words, discrimination becomes a vaguely defined cultural concept that 
results in compromised human livelihoods that require help. We claim that 
the benefactors’ control over “sharing” effectively regulates discriminated 
against groups’ right to self-determination, the foundation for human dig-
nity. We argue that consistent patterns of “food insecurity” are violations 
of the human right to adequate food and nutrition brought about for three 
overlapping reasons: because a political economy chooses not to prioritize 
attention to hunger, because the hungry are not those shaping the politi-
cal economy, and because diverse forms of structural violence maintain the 
separation, that is, they manifest discrimination between the hungry and the 
policy makers.
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ACADEMIA-CIVIL SOCIETY COLLABORATION

This book is the result of a collaboration between a group of university-based 
researchers and two international public interest non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs), all of whom were focused on aspects of under-recognized 
food and nutritional justice within the human right to adequate food and 
nutrition framework. Since 2008–9, FIAN International, the Geneva Infant 
Feeding Association (GIFA), and the Gender Nutrition Rights (GNR) 
research group which is based at Syracuse University, the University of 
Hohenheim, and Coventry University have been working synergistically to 
leverage the capacity of all concerned to foreground women and a gen-
der analysis into the promotion of a human rights-based approach to food 
and nutrition security. Our book and our ongoing work seek to contribute 
to the capacity and momentum for action and human rights enforceability 
through the full engagement and self-determination of all women and men 
in the pursuit of nutritional well-being, with human dignity.

Through an expanded conceptual framework, namely the food sover-
eignty framework, for the human right to adequate food and nutrition that 
integrates the dimensions of gender, women’s rights, and nutrition, our 
academic-civil society partnership seeks to address three conditions that 
impede women’s right to adequate food and nutrition. First, we identify 
violence against women and girls as an under-examined barrier to the ful-
filment of self-determination and their participation as autonomous and 
participatory members in development and food security strategies in gen-
eral and their right to adequate food and nutrition in particular. Second, 
we argue that the neglect of women’s and girls’, and also men’s and boys’ 
overall nutritional needs throughout their life cycle is a result of the cur-
rent focus on malnutrition during pregnancy, lactation, and infancy. Third, 
we strongly reject as erroneous the presumption that the state and interna-
tional market systems provide better support for food security and nutri-
tional well-being than do local and regional systems, of which women are 
key actors. Overall, we press for corporate adherence to the international 
health standards and human rights framework, especially the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR; UN General 
Assembly 1966), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis
crimination against Women (CEDAW; UN General Assembly 1979), the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC; UN General Assembly 1989), 
and the International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes (WHO 
1981), among others. We denounce the negative impact of conflicts of inter-
est and corruption on the integrity and coherence with human rights of 
policy-making and implementation.

Cooperation between academic and public interest civil society organiza-
tions takes advantage of the strengths and weaknesses of both groups. Civil 
society actors, organized into peoples’ organizations or working in civil soci-
ety organizations (CSOs), must react in real time to current events. Peoples’ 
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xxx Preface

organizations, supported by CSOs, provide leadership for social progress 
and they usually house the most current knowledge on policy issues because 
they are engaged in them. What civil society actors often lack is the time to 
leverage their knowledge and experience into the kind of publications that 
drive public policy debates. The academy has a greater luxury of time and 
the workplace incentive to teach, research, and write on those same sub-
jects, but just as often without the flexible capacity of direct participation 
in policy development. Cooperation between civil society and academic sec-
tors offers huge benefits, but it is also based on trust and understanding as 
our very different demands pull us in different directions.

We do affirm, however, that the process of elaborating this book cata-
lyzed multiple layers of collaboration among the different members of the 
group, beyond the original project scope. Teaching and related research 
activities were enriched by expanded and immediate introduction to the 
rapidly changing landscape of the human right to adequate food and nutri-
tion, for example, through ongoing advocacy, case documentation, and the 
elaboration of new human rights instruments. At the same time, position 
papers, statements, and reports, elaborated by the civil society members of 
the group, were made more precise due to contributions from the academic 
partners. The political and social processes we were, and are, involved in 
shaped the book, the discussions, the research, the analyses, and the conclu-
sions we reached; they influenced the way we acted and reacted in face of 
social and political challenges. We matured together.

Looking back, it is now clear to us that our collaboration grew far beyond 
the writing of the book, and that the way forward will demand even broader 
cooperation with other social actors, in particular with peoples’ movements 
and organizations, which with their daily struggles make visible the abuses 
of power and violence that continue to permeate our societies. It is only with 
them, as partners, that human dignity for all can be achieved.

The collaborators of this book share the understanding that academic 
efforts must listen to the voice and cries of the individuals, groups, and com-
munities we work with. We must hear not only the questions that their lives 
pose to us but their answers to them as well. The validation of the knowl-
edge produced in these joint academic, grassroots, and activist initiatives is 
not to be left to the traditional academic peer review evaluations alone, but 
to the reality check of whether the analyses, concepts, and tools resulting 
from them are effective and useful in supporting ongoing struggles for more 
justice, equity, and less hunger and malnutrition.

Readers will realize that the chapters and the book as a whole represent 
a snap shot that depicts the state of the art at a specific point in time. From 
the moment we decided to stop tweaking the individual chapters, many 
things have continued to change in the fields covered by them. In some 
cases, there have been changes due to the impact of knowledge produced 
and advocacy advanced by our joint efforts. An unwelcome example has 
been the increasing rhetorical co-optation of “rights-based approaches” by 
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actors whose objective has been more to circumvent criticism and nominally 
adapt to the direction of global food governance than it is to embrace and 
to work toward the implementation of, let alone to comply with, a human 
rights legal framework. As this publication goes to press, we find ourselves 
thinking about future fora to further improve and advance this language 
and issue. We do anticipate that some of our analyses may inevitably be 
modified as “facts on the ground” change. We welcome shared communica-
tion and dialogue on the changing landscape of the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition and, among other things, invite inquiry on what might 
have happened since the final editing of the book.

WHO WE ARE AND HOW WE BEGAN

FIAN International is an international human rights organization, ground-
ing its work in twenty-nine years of case documentation and campaigning 
for the redress and/or prevention of violations of the human right to ade-
quate food and nutrition, and related rights, in countries worldwide, work-
ing in close cooperation with, and technically and politically supporting the 
affected communities’ struggle for redress and prevention of recurrence of 
violations. This engagement provides means to identify systematic trends in 
violations, to contribute to the international standard setting on the right to 
adequate food and nutrition, and to link civil society counterparts with the 
aim of mutual support and education. FIAN International brings this largely 
national-scale experience to international fora like the HRC, the CESCR, 
and the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW Committee), as well as the UN Committee on World Food Secu-
rity (CFS). Although FIAN International has staff and members throughout 
the world that are dedicated to women’s and gender issues, this project lev-
eraged capacity at the headquarters office, which in turn expanded a gender 
focus to international governance initiatives.

The Geneva Infant Feeding Association (GIFA) works within the net-
work of over 270 members of the International Baby Food Action Net-
work (IBFAN) based in 168 countries. The network has thirty-four years 
of experience in working on corporate accountability issues in the infant 
and young child feeding arena, helping to bridge nutrition and food issues. 
GIFA is IBFAN’s liaison office with the UN, international institutions, and 
NGOs. The IBFAN network specializes in assisting governments in setting 
up legally binding mechanisms that regulate marketing practices of infant 
food manufacturers and in monitoring these practices against the Interna
tional Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes (hereinafter, Code) and 
subsequent World Health Assembly resolutions relevant to the Code.6 GIFA 
brings related information to international policy makers, in particular the 
World Health Organization (WHO), the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF), and the Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC Committee). 
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While GIFA’s focus on maternal, infant, and young child well-being has tre-
mendous resonance for women’s lives, until joining with the project part-
ners, GIFA had not focused its traditional advocacy, policy, or evaluation 
work through the lens of women’s human rights.

The GNR research group began at the University of Hohenheim and 
expanded to Syracuse University (2013) and Coventry University (2015). 
The GNR group embraces a human rights-based framework in its work 
and engages theoretical and practical approaches to nutrition security and 
sustainable food systems in the local, regional, and international arenas. 
Teaching and research emphasize social justice, gender analysis, human 
rights, engaged civil society, and food and identity. We employ quantitative, 
qualitative, and diverse mixed methods as well as participatory approaches, 
and we collaborate across disciplines, sectors, and levels.

The collaboration leading to this book began in 2008, through an effort 
at the University of Hohenheim to bring experts from diverse fields and 
sectors who were working on the human right to adequate food on campus 
to update faculty and students on cutting edge issues unfolding at FAO and 
WHO. These initial lectures and workshops developed into consultations 
that plotted common areas of interest and potential areas of cooperation, 
in particular between the Department of Gender and Nutrition at Hohen-
heim and FIAN International. In May 2011, the Department of Gender 
and Nutrition at Hohenheim and FIAN International co-organized a public 
workshop meeting entitled Gender, Nutrition and the Right to Adequate 
Food to present our ideas and to initiate public discussion with representa-
tives from international human rights bodies. To these ends, we collabo-
rated with Olivier de Schutter, former UN special rapporteur on the right 
to food, Ismat Jahan, member of the CEDAW Committee, and Asako Hat-
tori, senior legal adviser from the UN Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (OHCHR). The public workshop was followed by a closed 
afternoon meeting with the morning panel participants and other right to 
adequate food experts who reviewed the collaborative work achieved so 
far and helped develop strategies for follow-up. The perspectives of these 
experts are further captured in a public workshop report that was compiled 
from the public dialogue.7 One outcome of this meeting was a closer col-
laboration with GIFA on the eventual development of the book project and 
related advocacy, which for the partnership included engagement with the 
CFS, CRC Committee, CEDAW Committee, and WHO (WHO secretariat 
and its governing bodies, executive board, and the World Health Assembly).

THE ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

Each chapter of the volume reflects work by key authors, but they have each 
been reviewed by all or most of the authors at various stages of their evolu-
tion to maintain a consistency of ideas and process. Furthermore, the book 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Preface xxxiii

benefitted from external reviewers, but the final product of each chapter 
remains the responsibility of the key authors.

The first chapter of this volume, “The Evolving Nature of the Human 
Rights System and the Development of the Right to Adequate Food and 
Nutrition Concept,” provides an overview of the international human 
rights concepts, framework, and system as an evolving social construct that 
constantly changes, even as we have worked on this volume. For some, this 
present background will be repetitive. For many, perhaps especially those 
in the United States, one of the miniscule handful of countries that has rati-
fied neither the 1966 ICESCR which enshrines the right to adequate food, 
nor the 1979 CEDAW, nor the 1989 CRC, many aspects of the volume’s 
approach will be new. We present background on the evolutive nature of 
human rights generally, and more specific information on the ICESCR, 
CEDAW, and more recent developments including the 1999 CESCR inter-
pretive General Comment 12 on the Right to Adequate Food (CESCR 
1999), the Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of National Food Security, pub-
lished by the FAO in 2005, and a procession of global governance reforms 
that have been unfolding since the 2008 international food crisis. Critical 
to this discussion is the role of public interest civil society in shouldering 
forward progressive transformations of human rights-based approaches to 
food and nutrition.

Chapter 2 of this volume, “Gender, Nutrition, and the Right to Adequate 
Food: Introducing Two Structural Disconnects and the Human Rights Pro-
cesses Necessary to Address Them,” identifies two structural “disconnects” 
that frustrate women’s right to adequate food and nutrition and that mag-
nify three existing conditions that further impede women’s food security on 
the ground. The first disconnect refers to the structural isolation of wom-
en’s rights from the human right to adequate food and nutrition within the 
legally binding language of key international human rights treaties. This dis-
connect is primarily reflected in the invisibility of women in the ICESCR, the 
omission of women’s right to adequate food and nutrition in CEDAW, and 
the singular attention paid to pregnant and breastfeeding women’s nutri-
tional status in the aforementioned conventions as well as in the CRC. The 
chapter’s analysis of the first structural disconnect is supplemented through 
a brief review of the general comments and general recommendations issued 
by the CESCR and CEDAW Committee, respectively, regarding their use of 
a language that refers to the discriminated against, and especially the women 
among them, as vulnerable. Vulnerability implies weakness as opposed to 
the abuse of power that leads to violations of human rights. The second 
disconnect is intertwined in the first and reveals a focus on nutrition as pri-
marily a function of reproduction and not the sovereign human right of all 
people at all times, and further, that nutrition is isolated from the right to 
adequate food by an emphasis on mass production and globalized trade of 
food stuffs and the over-medicalization of nutritional health.
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xxxiv Preface

The first condition that is leveraged by the disconnects, violence against 
women and girls, is addressed in chapter 3 of this volume entitled “Vio-
lence and Women’s Participation in the Right to Adequate Food and Nutri-
tion.” We present violence as an under-examined barrier to women’s human 
right to adequate food and nutrition and their participation as autonomous 
and participatory members of efforts to address hunger and malnutrition. 
Gender-based violence, of which discrimination is a primary form, impedes 
women from engaging in their own right to adequate food and nutrition and 
from acting on behalf of their families and communities to the full extent 
of their capabilities. Structural violence engenders violations of women’s 
human rights and at the same time impedes their protection. Furthermore, 
structural violence is a cause of systematic violations of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition, including malnutrition, of infants, children, 
and women. In order to approach the goal of including women and a gender 
perspective in food security (“gender mainstreaming”), research and policy 
must pay attention to the challenges women face, most particularly in rela-
tion to structural violence as a basis of discrimination and social injustice 
that impedes the realization of women’s basic human rights and their par-
ticipation in civil society.

Chapter 4 of this volume, “Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feed-
ing: Intertwined Subjectivities and Corporate Accountability,” investigates 
a second condition that interferes with women’s right to adequate food and 
nutrition, namely the structural and legal separation of women’s rights and 
both (a) their control over reproductive choice and nutritional needs before, 
during, and after pregnancy and (b) their material and psychological con-
nection to fetuses, infants, and young children during the most crucial time 
of human nutrition and health, a period generating short and long term 
developmental consequences. The chapter presents on women’s malnutri-
tion in the context of current policy intervention on maternal, infant, and 
young child health and nutrition. The chapter focuses on the CRC and 
reports on recent general comments issued by the CRC Committee—namely 
General Comment 15 on the Right of the Child to the Enjoyment of the 
Highest Attainable Standard of Health (hereinafter, CRC General Comment 
15; CRC Committee 2013a) and General Comment 16 on State Obligations 
regarding the Impact of the Business Sector on Children’s Rights (hereinafter 
CRC General Comment 16; CRC Committee 2013b)—that critique inad-
equate short-term, transnational, and market-based solutions to hunger and 
malnutrition. The corporate private sector must not interfere with others’  
strategies to build self-determination and autonomy through the promotion 
and protection of local and national food systems that begin with breast-
feeding support and the appropriate introduction of culturally specific and 
locally grown complementary foods. CRC General Comment 15 and CRC 
General Comment 16 strongly urge state parties to build legally binding 
human rights frameworks that require corporate accountability to standards 
that protect children’s nutritional health. Women’s human right to adequate 
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food and nutrition can only be achieved within the context of commitment 
to the realization of all of their economic and political human rights. Fur-
ther, the critical nutrition needs of pregnant and lactating women and of the 
youngest children must not supersede the human right to adequate food and 
nutrition of all children and adults, female and male.

As related in chapter 5 of this volume, “Sustainable Food Systems, Gen-
der, and Participation: Foregrounding Women in the Context of the Right 
to Adequate Food and Nutrition,” the structural disconnects support a 
third condition which leads to the presumption that international market 
systems provide better support for food security and nutritional well-being 
than do local and regional systems. The impact of this presumption leads 
to food and nutrition insecurity and inequality at the community level and 
among marginalized women in particular. There is a need to address the 
constructed and artificial separation in policy, program, trade, and ideol-
ogy of “food” as something to produce and “nutrition” in the context of 
macro- and micro-nutrient sufficiency and health. The patronizing impetus 
to deliver external charitable nutrition “cures,” especially in non-emergency 
situations as a “malnutrition prevention strategy,” reifies discrimination 
against women and communities. This chapter provides alternative theo-
retical and practical frames that integrate food and nutrition security in a 
food systems approach, among them food sovereignty, sustainable diets, 
and agroecology. Central to the discussion is a gender perspective that takes 
into consideration discrimination and violence which women face, posing 
barriers to their participation in providing food and nutrition security for 
them, their families, and their communities. The chapter presents strategies 
that have yielded positive results for women in overcoming these barriers, 
participating in governance, and gaining a political voice and greater eco-
nomic participation. It is further argued that men have to be more actively 
integrated in food and nutrition security strategies that seek to incorpo-
rate a gender perspective, providing case studies and initiatives from vari-
ous regions that aim to address specifically men. These diverse approaches 
are cost effective and sustainable, in part because they build capacity and 
self-determination in local food systems through local governance. Local 
food governance in turn becomes actively linked to inter-scalar food gover-
nance systems that facilitate inclusive participation across geographies and 
socioeconomic differences.

To broaden rights holders’ capacity and to hold states accountable, in 
particular for violations against women and girls, chapter 6 of this vol-
ume, “Closing Protection Gaps through a More Comprehensive Conceptual 
Framework for the Human Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition,” intro-
duces an expanded conceptual framework for the right to adequate food 
and nutrition that uses food sovereignty as the overarching framework and 
integrates the dimensions of gender, women’s rights, and nutrition. It is our 
view that the human rights framework, in spite of limitations inherent to 
all social constructs, is the most potent tool available to human beings to 
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xxxvi Preface

promote a more precise diagnosis of the root causes of inequities and vio-
lence observed in society. In this context, a participatory social movement-led 
reconceptualization of the human right to adequate food and nutrition is to 
be supported as the best way to overcome the artificial fragmentation and 
dislocation of the conceptual, legal, and institutional frameworks and the 
associated ineffective policies against hunger and malnutrition. At the same 
time, the new framework is seen as a potent tool to facilitate the unifica-
tion of a social struggles agenda which could contribute to a needed shift in 
power correlation. For this new framework to be implemented, we recom-
mend the creation of precedent through casework aligned with advocacy 
at the national, regional, and international levels. Further, we urge human 
rights treaty bodies to better coordinate their work on the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition and related rights, and to take steps forward in 
the task of evolutive interpretation through their joint or independent gen-
eral comments and recommendations on the basis of this casework.

The making of this book benefitted from the input of many persons: 
people in struggle for their rights, in particular women and girls, human 
rights defenders, researchers, friends, colleagues, family; experts and those 
with new and open perspectives; people who agreed and disagreed. In the 
end, while the gift of insights is shared, and without them this book would 
have been impossible, the responsibility for error is ours.

Anne C. Bellows, Flavio L. S. Valente, Stefanie Lemke,  
and María Daniela Núñez Burbano de Lara

NOTES

1. The methodology used to derive the prevalence of undernourishment (PoU) 
indicator incorporates, among others, (a) new data from demographic, health, 
and household surveys that revise minimum dietary energy requirements, by 
country; (b) new estimates of dietary energy supply, by country; (c) country 
specific estimates of food losses at the retail distribution level; and (d) techni-
cal improvements to the methodology. By revising estimates back to 1990, the 
model draws conclusions of changes in food security from different previous 
year(s’) baseline(s) (FAO, WFP, and IFAD 2012, 12–14, technical annex).

2. According to FAO, WFP, and IFAD (2012, 10–11), reasons to reduce the food 
insecurity estimates between 2007–2010 are based on two points: first, the 
transmission of economic shocks (in terms of slower gross domestic product 
(GDP) growth and higher prices for domestic staple foods) to many devel-
oping countries was less pronounced than initially anticipated and, second, 
the PoU methodology does not capture short-term shocks but rather chronic 
undernourishment based on habitual consumption of dietary energy.

3. To see the summary of UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon’s address to the 
UN Global Compact board of January 9, 2015, please visit the webpage 
“Ban Calls on Global Compact to Help End Poverty, Transform Lives, Pro-
tect Planet” at the UN News Centre website at http://www.un.org/apps/news/
story.asp?NewsID=49770#.VNklgHco42h (last accessed February 10, 2015).

4. As Dr. Margaret Chan, director general of the World Health Organization 
(WHO), states in this context: “I am deeply concerned by . . . efforts by 
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industry to shape the public health policies and strategies that affect their 
products. When industry is involved in policy-making, rest assured that the 
most effective control measures will be downplayed or left out entirely. This, 
too, is well documented, and dangerous. In the view of WHO, the formulation 
of health policies must be protected from distortion by commercial or vested 
interests.” For the Dr. Chan’s full address at the Eighth Global Conference on 
Health Promotion in 2013 in Helsinki, please visit the website of WHO at 
http://www.who.int/dg/speeches/2013/health_promotion_20130610/en/ (last 
accessed on February 11, 2015).

5. For example, the 2002 UN Women, Peace, and Security study found that 
increasing violations of women’s rights constituted a reliable indicator of 
escalating intra-national conflict (UN 2002). The UN secretary general’s 2009 
report Women and Peace and Security identifies special needs of women asso-
ciated with conflict escalation, prevention, resolution and peace-building to 
include violations associated with sexual violence, security and access to social 
services, access to political participation, and access to education (UN Security 
Council 2009). Empirical data drives findings linking gender discrimination 
and hunger in the IFPRI and Welthungerhilfe Global Hunger Index (GHI) 
(von Grebmer et al. 2009).

6. As of May 2014, WHA resolutions relevant to the International Code of 
Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes comprise resolutions WHA35.26 
(WHA 1982), WHA37.30 (1984), WHA39.28 (1986), WHA41.11 (1988), 
WHA43.3 (1990), WHA47.5 (1994), WHA49.15 (1996), WHA54.2 (2001), 
WHA55.25 (2002), WHA58.32 (2005), WHA59.11 (2006a), WHA59.21 
(2006b), WHA61.20 (2008), WHA63.23 (2010), and WHA65.6 (2012b).

7. Department of Gender and Nutrition, University of Hohenheim, and FIAN 
International. 2011. Gender, Nutrition and the Right to Adequate Food. 20th 
May 2011. Public Workshop Report. University of Hohenheim, Stuttgart, Ger-
many. Available online at http://www.fian.org/en/library/publication/detail/
gender_nutrition_and_right_to_adequate_food; accessed December 15, 2014.
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1 The Evolving Nature of the Human 
Rights System and the Development 
of the Right to Adequate Food and 
Nutrition Concept

Anne C. Bellows, María Daniela Núñez 
Burbano de Lara, and Roseane do 
Socorro Gonçalves Viana

INTRODUCTION

The food crisis of 2008 was not an isolated incident or unique event from 
which the world economy and food security has now restabilized. Calcula-
tions of individuals living in hunger and with food and nutrition insecu-
rity range from 870 million to over one billion.1 But although estimates 
of food insecurity differ, the geography and sociodemographic profile of 
the food insecure remains unaltered (FAO, WFP, and IFAD 2012). The 
most food and nutrition insecure groups comprise peasant farmers, small 
landholders, landless workers, fisherfolk, and hunters and gatherers (HRC 
2010; see also Scherr 2003, table 3.1).2 As a crosscutting category of these 
groups, women and girls face violations of their right to adequate food and 
nutrition more often than do boys and men; they comprise about 60 percent 
of the hungry (ECOSOC 2007) and 70 percent of the poor (World Bank, 
FAO, and IFAD 2009; HRC 2012a). Paradoxically, not only are women’s 
and girls’ rights protected through a wide range of human rights instru-
ments (HRC 2012a, para. 1), it has furthermore long since been established 
that women are key to food security and well-being at the household level 
(Smith and Haddad 2000; Kent 2002; IFPRI 2005; Quisumbing and Smith 
2007; see also Maxwell and Smith 1992; Lemke, Bellows, and Heumann 
2009), and that composite indicators for gender discrimination are posi-
tively correlated with hunger and social instability at the national level (UN 
2002; von Grebmer et al. 2009).3

The moral logic of simple justice and equality, as well as the social expedi-
ency of investment in women’s well-being to leverage family and community 
livelihoods would seem self-evident. And yet, women’s rights have had to 
be specifically and independently articulated; further, interference with these 
rights affects not only women but the communities to which they belong. 
Already in 1984 it was asserted that the realization of the right to adequate 
food and nutrition “depends on an immense, economically uncompensated 
work input by women” that social and cultural prejudice frustrates (Gus-
sow, Muchena, and W.B. Eide 1984, 69). Indeed, these arguments buoyed 
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2 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

the promotion and mainstreaming of a gender perspective in all spheres of 
society as the means to address discrimination at the 1995 United Nations 
(UN) Fourth World Conference for Women in Beijing (Moser and Moser 
2005; see also chapter 3 of this volume). Yet not even at this conference did 
advocacy, policy, and analysis identify or address the existing link between 
women’s rights, nutrition, and the human right to adequate food, losing a 
good opportunity to effectively include a gender perspective in efforts to 
promote food and nutrition security.4 The obvious question to ask, there-
fore, is: when so many call for the inclusion of women and a gender perspec-
tive in food and nutrition security, why is the food and nutrition security 
status of women and girls not improving? This volume attempts to address 
this question by embracing a more inclusive framework for the human right 
to adequate food, one that includes the long neglected gender and nutri-
tion dimensions. Answering this question has consequences beyond the 
improvement of the nutritional status of women alone. The full realization 
of women’s rights, including women’s right to adequate food and nutrition, 
is closely linked to the realization of the right to adequate food and nutrition 
of all members of society.

At the core of our project is our intention to demonstrate how grow-
ing public interest civil society participation immeasurably strengthens the 
human rights system’s evolutive process and, we argue, legitimizes related 
global governance objectives by broadening participation through the messy 
and absolutely necessary conditions of democracy.5 At the same time, our 
presentation introduces the contemporary struggle over the future of the 
global governance of food and nutrition policy. These developments cur-
rently pit a human rights-based approach and, importantly, its legal frame-
work, that champion the participation of the most socially and economically 
marginalized against the so-called “neoliberal agenda” that promotes free 
trade, private sector deregulation, and public-private partnerships (PPP) as 
central to social stability and economic security. What is portrayed as “free 
trade” or “free trade agreements” is actually exceedingly regulated, but in 
favor of protecting and enhancing already powerful private interests and 
investments, aims that are at odds with human rights.

This chapter introduces the evolving nature of the human rights system, 
a characteristic that makes it possible to advance continually the human 
rights conceptual and legal frameworks and related support mechanisms 
to close existing and emerging gaps in human rights protection and achieve 
social justice objectives, including gender equity. Although this evolutive 
process began a long time before the foundational Charter of the United 
Nations was signed in San Francisco in 1945 (UN 1945), the establishment 
of an international organization with the mandate to oversee and promote 
the respect and protection of universal human rights reflects an evolution 
in rights thinking and marks the starting point of our analysis. This chap-
ter illustrates how, since then, the human rights development endeavor has 
worked and continues to work step by step to overcome its own limitations 
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 3

and to strive toward the ideals it sets forth for itself. This chapter’s presenta-
tion is by no means comprehensive in terms of all that has and is happen-
ing with regards to human rights in general and the right to adequate food 
and nutrition in particular. Likewise, this discussion introduces a narrative 
about human rights that is very young and vibrant, whose history has only 
begun. In the chapters that follow, some of these additional achievements 
and developments related to the human right to adequate food and nutrition 
framework will be taken up.

Human rights principles and states parties’ obligations under inter-
national law lay the foundation for a realization of human rights.6 This 
framework represents the crucial difference between food security and 
nutrition on one hand, and the human right to adequate food, on the 
other hand, or as we will argue, the human right to adequate food and 
nutrition (see chapters 5 and 6 of this volume). In this chapter, we explain 
how the human rights framework creates the legal condition of rights 
holders’ enhanced status as rights claimers to an accountable state that 
must adhere to measurable obligations. In this approach based on human 
dignity, rights holders are recognized as subjects and not mere recipients 
of charity. As described by Kelsen (1967, 134), “the right—the reflex 
of the legal obligation—is equipped with the legal power of the entitled 
individual to bring about by a law suit the execution of a sanction as a 
reaction against the nonfulfillment of the obligation whose reflex is his 
right.” Beyond utopian dream or legalistic parlay and despite massive 
resistance, we have faith that the human rights system must and will con-
tinue to evolve into an increasingly accessible and effective resource and 
institution.

HUMAN RIGHTS CONCEPTS, FRAMEWORKS, AND SYSTEM  
AS EVOLVING SOCIAL CONSTRUCTS

The premise of this volume is aligned with the argument that international 
law is evolutionary in character, meaning that the assumptions and language 
use that support the development of legal instruments reflect an evolving 
society and must, therefore, be considered as flexible constructions that may 
need improving or expansion over time (see, e.g., Brownlie 2008; De Schut-
ter 2010; Henkin 1978; Hunt 2008; Ishay 2008; Lauren 2003). Supporting 
this position, we note that the 1969 Vienna Convention on the Law of Trea-
ties points to the need to use outside sources in interpreting international law 
treaties (UN 1969, art. 32). Quoting Micheline Ishay (2008, 3), “[i]n our 
day, the manifold meanings of human rights reflect the process of historical 
continuity and change that helped shape their present substance.” Although 
this process of historical continuity and change might be traced back to 
ancient civilizations and world religions, the history of universal human 
rights as part of international law dates back only to the mid-twentieth 
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4 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

century. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) adopted by 
the UN General Assembly in 1948 embeds the idea that all governments in 
their role as representatives of society have the obligation to respect uni-
versally the inherent and inalienable equality, dignity, and autonomy of 
all individuals through the progressive realization of their interdependent, 
interrelated, and indivisible rights.

Human rights are not defined by state or non-state charity and benev-
olence, but rather through empowered dignity, inclusive leadership, and 
self-determination. The evolution of human rights from an abstract legal 
and idealistic tract to a living, debated, and justiciable force, wherein dig-
nity has tangible qualities, and for which indicators can be developed and 
benchmarks set, has only begun. The framework of defining, claiming, and 
being accountable for the realization of human rights is shaped by what 
often appears to be rigid constructions of the international legal system. 
However, this framework has the capacity to change with newly introduced 
knowledge and adequate pressure. From a sociopolitical perspective, the 
path to realize human rights is in large part advanced by those persons who 
suffer oppression and discrimination. When they recognize and are able 
to articulate endured privations as violations of their human rights, they 
begin to develop the capacity to organize and stand up against these viola-
tions (Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 439). As Valente and Suárez Franco 
(2010, 458) observe, “[i]n the process [rights holders/claimants] defend 
and ‘build’ their rights and eventually get them codified into national and 
international law.”

The UDHR provides the visionary framework for human dignity and 
self-determination whence subsequent declarations and treaty laws have 
advanced. But already at its beginnings, the Cold War between the free mar-
ket driven, democratic West and the socialist East dominated the era and its 
oppositional ideologies generated a structural demarcation of the human 
rights system. While the declared intention of human rights is that they 
are indivisible, inalienable, and available for all persons, everywhere (see 
Table 1.1), the UDHR also wrought the blueprint of their institutionalized 
partition.7 Economic, social, and cultural rights, like the right to adequate 
food and nutrition, education, health care, and work, were consolidated in 
the socialist block, while civil and political rights that protect individuals’ 
and groups’ freedoms to guarantee their capacity to participate in civil and 
political life, like the freedoms of speech and association, were promoted in 
Western democracies. After long debate, this artificial separation resulted in 
the issuance of two separate covenants in 1966, the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR; UN General Assem-
bly 1966b) and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR; UN General Assembly 1966a).8 The practical administration of 
these two covenants developed separate institutional structures that did not 
prioritize mechanisms to realize the interrelatedness and indivisibility of 
human rights.
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 5

The 1950s and 1960s witnessed an acceleration of opposition to colonial-
ism and institutionalized racial discrimination, the resurfacing of a women’s 
movement after World War II, resistance to the exponential growth of trans-
national corporations (TNCs), and the beginning of environmental activ-
ism. Not all of these struggles were shaped in the frame of international and 
universal human rights. They were, however, reflected in the gap between 
states parties’ commitment to recognize and realize progressively “the equal 
and inalienable rights of all members of the human family” (UN General 
Assembly 1948, preamble) and the concrete reality of non-compliance with 
this commitment (Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 441). Over the years, 
social movement energy has forced forward group rights agendas on many 
fronts (Stammers 1999, 2005). Part of the evolutionary trajectory was sup-
ported through the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna 
that reinvigorated the call for the integration of civil and political with eco-
nomic, social, and cultural rights, reaffirming their indivisible nature and 
rejecting a rank order approach to their realization (UN General Assembly 
1993b, para. 5; A. Eide 2005, esp. 19–22; Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 
458). Successes over time include the adoption by the UN General Assem-
bly of the legally binding International Covenant on the Elimination of All 

Table 1.1 Human rights characteristics

Characteristic Explanation

Universal Human rights are applicable worldwide to every human being, 
regardless of political, economic, cultural, or creed-based 
system.

Inalienable Human rights are inherent in all human beings, simply on the 
basis of being human. They cannot be taken away, sold, 
parted with, or renounced. Exceptionally and in very specific 
situations, human rights can be limited through due legal 
process to guarantee public well-being.

Interrelated Improvement in the realization of any one human right is a 
function of the realization of the other human rights.

Interdependent The level of enjoyment of any one human right is dependent on 
the level of realization of a human being’s other human rights.

Indivisible All civil, cultural, economic, political, and social human rights 
are equally important. Improving the enjoyment of any human 
right cannot be done at the expense of the realization of any 
other human right. Moreover, the content of a human right 
should not be fragmented, for example, by separating the 
human right to use of and control over natural and productive 
resources from the human right to adequate food and 
nutrition.

Source: adapted from OHCHR (2012, 11).
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6 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) in 1965 (UN General Assembly 
1965a), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women (CEDAW) in 1979 (UN General Assembly 1979), the 
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treat-
ment or Punishment (CAT) in 1984 (UN General Assembly 1984), the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) in 1989 (UN General Assembly 
1989), the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All 
Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (ICMW) in 1990 (UN 
General Assembly 1990), the International Convention for the Protection 
of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance (CPED; UN General Assem-
bly 2006), as well as the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abilities (CRPD; UN General Assembly 2007a) and the legally non-binding 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UN General Assembly 
2007b), both in 2007. These post-1966 UN instruments speak to the ongo-
ing need for continuous improvement in human rights assumptions, laws, 
monitoring, and accountability mechanisms. Currently, the process con-
tinues. There are, for instance, diverse intergovernmental working groups 
established by the United Nations Human Rights Council (HRC) concerned 
with the development of further human rights instruments, including the 
Open-ended Intergovernmental Working Group on a United Nations Dec-
laration on the Rights of Peasants and Other People Working in Rural Areas 
(established 2012; see HRC 2012b) and the Open-ended Intergovernmental 
Working Group on a Legally Binding Instrument on Transnational Cor-
porations and Other Business Enterprises with Respect to Human Rights 
(established 2014; see HRC 2014).

The Slowly Evolving Institutional Framework for 
Realizing Women’s Human Rights: An Example of 
Evolutionary Perseverance

As much as we find hope in the evolutionary capacity of human rights 
concepts, framework, and system, we stress that the process is slow and 
painstaking. As an example of a long struggle to confront the limitations 
of the existing human rights system and to force the development of a new 
institutional legal mechanism to address human rights violations, we pres-
ent the winding course traversed by women’s rights activists in achieving 
the status of a legally binding convention in CEDAW (see table 1.2). While 
diffuse and sporadic efforts to bring attention to women’s rights certainly 
started in many parts of the world long before the mid-twentieth century, 
universal women’s rights initiatives began in 1946 with the establishment 
of the Sub-commission on Women’s Rights as one of the earliest UN proj-
ects. Although it took over thirty years before the UN General Assembly 
finally adopted CEDAW as international treaty law in 1979, the conven-
tion paradoxically entered into force less than two years after its adoption, 
faster than any previous human rights treaty (CEDAW Committee 1995). 
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Table 1.2 Timeline of the struggle for the legally binding Convention on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)

Year Stage of progress

1946 Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) is established as 
sub-commission of the Commission on Human Rights (CHR)

1952 UN General Assembly Resolution 640 (VII). Convention on the 
Political Rights of Women; adopted 20 December 1952, enters 
into force 7 July 1954 (see UN General Assembly 1952)

1957 UN General Assembly Resolution 1040 (XI). Convention on the 
Nationality of Married Women; adopted 29 January 1957, enters 
into force 11 August 1958 (see UN General Assembly 1957)

1962 UN General Assembly Resolution 1763 (XVII) A. Convention 
on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and 
Registration of Marriages; adopted 7 November 1962, enters into 
force 9 December 1964 (see UN General Assembly 1962)

1963 UN General Assembly Resolution 1921 (XVIII). Draft Declaration 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women; adopted 
5 December 1963: Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) 
should invite CSW to draft a declaration to combine, in one single 
instrument, international standards articulating the equal rights of 
men and women (see UN General Assembly 1963)

1965 UN General Assembly Resolution 2018 (XX). Recommendation 
on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and 
Registration of Marriage; adopted 1 November 1965 (see UN 
General Assembly 1965b)

1967 UN General Assembly Resolution 2263 (XXII). Declaration on 
the Elimination of Discrimination against Women; adopted 7 
November 1967 (see UN General Assembly 1967)

1968 UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) Resolution 1325 
(XLIV). Implementation of the Declaration on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women: adoption of voluntary reporting 
system on rights status and violation (see ECOSOC 1968, 13)

1972 CSW considers preparation of binding covenant
1973 Working group formed to study covenant possibilities
1974 Working group delivers report. At its twenty-fifth session, CSW 

decides to create one single, comprehensive, and internationally 
binding instrument

1975 Call for a convention at the World Conference on the International 
Women’s Year, Mexico City, 19 June-2 July 1975

1976 CSW working groups prepare the text of the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Form of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW)

1977–1979 UN General Assembly (working group of the Third Committee)1 
debates CEDAW text

(Continued)
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8 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

Year Stage of progress

1979 UN General Assembly Resolution 34/180. Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women; 
adopted 18 December 1979 with 130 to zero votes and ten 
abstentions (see UN General Assembly 1979)

1980 Sixty-four states sign the convention and two states submit 
instruments of ratification at the World Conference of the United 
Nations Decade for Women: Equality, Development and Peace, 
Copenhagen, 17 July 1980

1981 CEDAW enters into force 3 September 1981, thirty days after 
ratification by the twentieth state, in accordance with article 27 of 
CEDAW

1999 UN General Assembly Resolution 54/4. Optional Protocol to the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women; adopted 6 October 1999: the UN General 
Assembly, acting without a vote, adopts the optional protocol 
containing two procedures by which (a) individual women or 
groups of women may submit claims to the CEDAW Committee 
and (b) the committee may initiate inquiries into situations of 
grave or systematic violations of women’s rights (UN General 
Assembly 1999)2

2000 Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women enters into force 22 
December 2000, following the ratification of the tenth state party 
to the convention

Source: adapted from CEDAW Committee (1995, paras. 6–14).
1 The Third Committee, the Committee for Social, Humanitarian and Cultural Affairs 

(SOCHUM), is one of the Six Main Committees that the UN General Assembly has called 
into being to manage its diverse tasks. Among others, it examines the reports of the spe-
cial procedures of the Human Rights Council (HRC), interacting with special rapporteurs, 
independent experts, and chairs of working groups of the HRC. The Third Committee dis-
cusses issues relating to a range of social, humanitarian affairs and human rights, such as the 
advancement of women, the protection of children, indigenous issues, the treatment of refu-
gees, the promotion of fundamental freedoms through the elimination of racism and racial 
discrimination, and the right to self- determination (UN General Assembly 2014).

2 For an overview of the history of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, please visit the website of the Division 
for the Advancement of Women, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DAW/DESA 
2009).

Table 1.2 (Continued)

While states, upon signature of a treaty, provide a preliminary endorse-
ment of the proposed instrument and commit themselves to refrain from 
acts that would undermine its objectives, their signature does not auto-
matically create a legally binding obligation toward the treaty. The treaty 
does not become functional—that is, it does not enter into force—until 
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 9

it is either ratified at the national level, or directly acceded to by a non-
signatory state following a process of domestic approval procedures. The 
number of state instruments of ratification or accession that are necessary 
before a treaty enters into force is set out in the treaty text and usually 
varies among treaties. In the case of women’s rights, CEDAW entered into 
force as international treaty thirty days after the twentieth instrument of 
ratification or accession was deposited with the UN secretary general (UN 
General Assembly 1979, art. 27).

At this writing during the beginning phases of the twenty-first century, 
we see that universal human rights are still in early stages of development. 
Table 1.2 shows how thirty-three years passed between the 1946 establish-
ment of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) and the 1979 reso-
lution of CEDAW, thirty-five years before a women’s rights treaty entered 
into force. Many early CEDAW attempts were frustrated, but the work 
continued and today, the struggle is not only to implement and realize the 
promised rights, but to reinterpret and expand upon them.

The development of international treaty law is a result of, and an 
influence on, national and regional campaigns. CEDAW is no excep-
tion. Intense local, regional, and national struggles form a history that 
leveraged the potential of an international women’s human rights move-
ment. This social movement continues to provide political fodder to push 
CEDAW and other women’s rights initiatives to stages of human rights 
implementation, monitoring, recourse, and remedy. Likewise, the achieve-
ment of CEDAW on the international level supports political traction for 
women’s human rights movements at the local, regional, and state levels. 
The following two case studies (1.1 and 1.2) present early and late twenti-
eth century examples of regional and national lobbying work on women’s 
rights in the Americas.

Case study 1.1 Pre-CEDAW regional organizing across the Americas 
that facilitated early ratification of CEDAW by select states

The Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) was penned by United States 
(US) American suffragist leader, Alice Paul, and introduced for the first 
of many unsuccessful attempts to the US Congress in 1923. It reads 
simply,

Section 1. Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or 
abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.
Section 2. The Congress shall have the power to enforce, by appro-
priate legislation, the provisions of this article.
Section 3. This amendment shall take effect two years after the date 
of ratification. (Francis 2013)
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10 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

After the ERA was drafted for and presented (unsuccessfully) 
in the United States, the demand for equal rights for women and 
men was taken up by women’s groups for regional adoption at the 
Sixth International Conference of the American States in Havanna 
in 1928 with the objective of introducing it into national and inter-
national political debates across the hemisphere (Brewer Boeckel 
1929). The exclusively male contingent, comprising country dele-
gates in attendance and discussing women’s rights in their absence, 
refused to allow anyone else to speak on their floor, or to open 
review of an equal rights treaty. Nevertheless, after much protest 
and campaigning, women succeeded in having their voices heard 
at a conference’s plenary and public session. Although an equal 
rights treaty was not adopted, the decision was made to establish 
an Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM, after the Span-
ish name Comisión Interamericana de Mujeres) of the Organiza-
tion of American States (OAS) which became in the same year the 
first intergovernmental agency dealing with women’s rights in the 
world.9 CIM immediately embraced equal rights for women as its 
official struggle and, together with women’s groups, made a second 
equally failed attempt to introduce the treaty at the Seventh Confer-
ence of American States in Montevideo in 1933 (OAS 2013). With 
women in formal attendance, CIM did play a key role in success-
fully leveraging adoption of the 1933 [Inter-American] Convention 
on the Nationality of Women (OAS 1933), the first international, 
albeit regional, instrument, securing women the right to retain their 
citizenship in the event of marrying a man of different national-
ity (Benedek 2012, 175; OAS 2013).10 This convention helped to 
leverage further constitutional reforms on behalf of women in the 
region and generated precedence for the development of the 1957 
UN Convention on the Nationality of Married Women (UN General 
Assembly 1957; see table 1.2).

Almost half a century later, CIM participated in pushing the 
majority of regional states toward early ratification of the 1979 
CEDAW: in 1980 Barbados, Cuba, Dominica, and Guyana; in 1981 
Canada, Ecuador, El Salvador, Haiti, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, 
Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, and Uruguay; and in 1982 Colom-
bia, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Peru, and Saint Lucia (UN 
2013b). The United States, which spawned the ERA, never ratified 
it.11 Without the ERA in place and having expended political energy 
in its pursuit, the political will was never built in the United States 
to ratify CEDAW as an international treaty, even though the country 
signed CEDAW in 1980.
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 11

Case study 1.2 describes the development in the 1990s of an early 
regional convention on violence against women in the Americas that, in 
turn, helped with related constitutional law reforms in Brazil. At the inter-
national level, attention to violence against women had not been specifi-
cally incorporated into CEDAW. In 1992, the CSW took up the issue and in 
1993 introduced and passed the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence 
against Women (DEVAW; UN General Assembly 1993a) at the World Con-
ference on Human Rights in Vienna. The following year, CIM engaged the 
issue at the regional level.

Case study 1.2 Post-CEDAW regional organizing across the 
Americas that promoted related regional, as well as Brazilian 
national law

In 1994 at the twenty-fourth regular session of the General Assembly 
of the OAS, CIM facilitated the adoption of the Inter-American Con-
vention on the Prevention, Punishment, and Eradication of Violence 
against Women (OAS 1994), known as the Convention of Belém do 
Pará on account of the Brazilian city where the assembly took place.12 
The convention states that women have the right to live free from 
violence, and that violence against women—physical, sexual, and 
psychological, both in the public and private spheres—constitutes 
a violation of human rights and fundamental freedoms (OAS 1994, 
arts. 1–3).13

Brazilian women, who were mobilized in social movements of the 
1970s and 1980s, had forced through public policies for women in 
the 1988 national constitution, such as the extension of the maternity 
rights, as well as labor rights for urban and rural women (Pedrosa 
2010). Brazil ratified the Convention of Belem do Pará in 1995 and 
upon its entry into force, the activist Brazilian women’s movement 
pushed for national legislation to address violence against women, 
originating the law 11.340/2006, known as the Maria da Penha Law 
(Special Secretariat for Women’s Policies [Brazil] 2006). In line with 
the Convention of Belém do Pará, article 6 of the Maria da Penha Law 
defines domestic violence as a human rights violation (Special Secre-
tariat for Women’s Policies [Brazil] 2006, 11) and dictates the cre-
ation of special courts for complaints of domestic and family violence 
against women with the specific and appropriate civil and penal com-
petence to handle these violation complaints. We note, with respect to 
the discussion in chapter 3 of this volume, that the Maria da Penha 
Law links women’s freedom from violence to the assurance of the 
right to adequate food.14
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12 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

Claiming human rights is a slow and uneven process. It rarely moves 
forward on a steady, straightforward path. Neither does it start or stop at 
one specific political scale: the local, national, regional, or international. 
Rather, the evolution of the human rights system responds to the synergies 
of leadership, precedence, cooperation, opportunity, and perhaps most of 
all, perseverance across political scales.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE HUMAN RIGHT TO ADEQUATE 
FOOD AND NUTRITION CONCEPT AND FRAMEWORK

This section provides a rudimentary introduction to the concepts, frame-
works, and system of human rights in general, and of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition in particular. It is by no means comprehensive 
(see, among others, De Schutter 2013; De Schutter and Cordes 2011; W. B. 
Eide and Kracht 2005a, 2007; Kent 2005, 2008; Ziegler et al. 2011). The 
intention is to underscore the ongoing evolution that marks the develop-
ment of the right to adequate food and nutrition frameworks, as well as the 
role of civil society in fostering that process. For many experts in this field, 
the presentation may appear quite basic. We hope that for those newer to 
the field of human rights, this background introduction will offer a founda-
tion for reading the subsequent chapters.

The Legal Foundation of the Right to Adequate Food  
and Nutrition in the Human Rights System

As evidenced above, changing existing legal constructions or introducing 
new ones is a slow process. Leverage of the CEDAW achievement neces-
sitated grassroots, national, and international organizing. Struggles per-
sisted over time at all scales of geography and political life, balancing out 
failures with successes. On any day, in any year, we witness human rights 
as a snapshot in an unfolding process of striving toward greater equity and 
justice. In a similar spirit, we present the right to adequate food and nutri-
tion as part of the machinery of international law, and at the same time, as 
the common inspiration of a diversity of social movements whose aspira-
tions and concrete expectations vis-à-vis the state differ by location, with 
time, and in concert with greater knowledge of human rights principles. 
The “snapshot” of today attempts to freeze a moment of time, while con-
current efforts are unfolding to strategically organize and carry forward 
struggles with ever changing challenges (see Randolph and Hertel 2013). 
Accordingly, definitions, understanding and interpretation, implementa-
tion, monitoring and reporting, justiciability, and the enforcement of the 
right to adequate food and nutrition evolve even as we grasp and portray 
the picture of today.
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 13

A first reference to the right to adequate food and nutrition can be found 
in article 25.1 of the UDHR in the context of the right to an adequate stan-
dard of living:

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health 
and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, 
housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to 
security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, 
old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control. 
(UN General Assembly 1948, art. 25.1)

This first articulation of the right to adequate food and nutrition was fur-
ther elaborated in article 11 of the ICESCR, again as an element of the right 
to an adequate standard of living (UN General Assembly 1966b, art. 11.1), 
and included a reference to the fundamental right to be free from hunger 
(UN General Assembly 1966b, art. 11.2):15

1. The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of 
everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, 
including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continu-
ous improvement of living conditions. The States Parties will take 
appropriate steps to ensure the realization of this right, recognizing 
to this effect the essential importance of international co-operation 
based on free consent.

2. The States Parties to the present Covenant, recognizing the funda-
mental right of everyone to be free from hunger, shall take, individu-
ally and through international co-operation, the measures, including 
specific programmes, which are needed:

(a) To improve methods of production, conservation and distribu-
tion of food by making full use of technical and scientific knowl-
edge, by disseminating knowledge of the principles of nutrition 
and by developing or reforming agrarian systems in such a way 
as to achieve the most efficient development and utilization of 
natural resources;

(b) Taking into account the problems of both food-importing and 
food-exporting countries, to ensure an equitable distribution of 
world food supplies in relation to need. (UN General Assembly 
1966b, art. 11)

Article 11 of the ICESCR comprised the sum total of treaty-based lan-
guage on the right to adequate food and nutrition until after the end of 
the Cold War in the late 1980s and early 1990s.16 In 1974, the Univer-
sal Declaration on the Eradication of Hunger and Malnutrition, adopted 
by the World Food Conference in Rome (World Food Conference 1974) 
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14 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

and endorsed by the UN General Assembly in the same year (UN General 
Assembly 1974), addressed the global scale problem of production and con-
sumption, but framed it in terms that proclaimed that “every man, woman 
and child has the inalienable right to be free from hunger and malnutri-
tion in order to develop their physical and mental faculties” (World Food 
Conference 1974, para. 1). This did not, however, move states toward a 
human rights-based approach that has the objective of dignity and self-
determination, as much as it strove to organize charitable relief through 
trade mechanisms. A comprehensive interpretation of the right to adequate 
food and nutrition, however, does not start and stop with article 11, but can 
and should grow from its nested existence within the overall human rights 
framework. At the heart of later constructions of the right to adequate food 
and nutrition is ICESCR article 2 which iterates provisional mechanisms for 
realizing the covenant’s protected human rights: international cooperation, 
progressive realization to the maximum of available resources, and non-
discrimination (see table 1.3).

Table 1.3 ICESCR article 2: General human rights obligations of international 
cooperation, progressive realization, and non-discrimination (UN General Assembly 
1966b)

ICESCR article 2.1
“Each State Party to the present Covenant undertakes to take steps, individually 

and through international assistance and co-operation, especially economic 
and technical, to the maximum of its available resources, with a view to 
achieving progressively the full realization of the rights recognized in the present 
Covenant by all appropriate means, including particularly the adoption of 
legislative measures.” (emphasis added)

General obligation of international 
cooperation

As reiterated in ICESCR article 11.2, more 
developed states must support other less 
developed states with resources to fulfill 
progressively human rights obligations. 
At the same time, less developed countries 
must, where necessary and available, 
accept this support: external assistance 
is thus considered part of the available 
resources (OHCHR 2005, 14).

Additionally, cooperation is needed 
to facilitate the adoption and 
implementation of regulations and other 
mechanisms to ensure the protection of 
human rights internationally, particularly 
as regards human rights’ extraterritorial 
dimension (cf. Maastricht University and 
ICJ 2011).
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 15

General obligation of progressive 
realization to the maximum of 
available resources

States parties have a duty to use the 
maximum available resources to realize 
ratified human rights. This obligation 
disallows regression from a higher to 
a lower level of enjoyment of a right 
(OHCHR 2005, 12),1 or justification of 
“sustained levels of chronic or extreme 
poverty” and “endows States with an 
immediate minimum core obligation to 
ensure the satisfaction of, at the very 
least, minimum essential levels of all 
economic, social and cultural rights” 
(Sepúlveda Carmona and Nyst 2012, 18).

ICESCR article 2.2
“The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to guarantee that the rights 

enunciated in the present Covenant will be exercised without discrimination of 
any kind as to race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, 
national or social origin, property, birth or other status.” (emphasis added)

General obligation of non- 
discrimination

States parties are obliged to “desist 
from discriminatory behavior,” “to 
alter laws and practices which allow 
discrimination,” and to “prohibit [third 
parties] from discriminating in any field 
of public life” (OHCHR 2005, 13). 
Social power inequities can necessitate 
additional legal protection, including 
judicial and other recourse mechanisms 
in case of violations for groups such 
as women, children, and minority 
populations (cf. CESCR 2009).

1 The only time that regression on the progressive realization of an economic, social, or cul-
tural right is justified is “by reference to the totality of the rights provided for in the Covenant 
and in the context of the full utilization of a State’s maximum available resources” (OHCHR 
2005, 12). In other words, an exception for the parallel obligation of non-retrogression is 
only acceptable when a state has fully utilized all of its available resources to their maximum 
extent for the realization of the totality of rights provided for in the covenant as a whole, and 
yet fails to realize progression in all of the constituent rights individually.

In part IV of the ICESCR, articles 16–22 outline states parties report-
ing functions through which compliance with covenant obligations shall 
be monitored. Regardless of these mechanisms and reporting procedures, 
Philip Alston (1984, 173–74) believed that the framework with which to 
operationalize the right to adequate food and nutrition was inadequate and 
he called forcefully for a “spelling out [of] the normative implications of the 
right to food” because, without such articulation, “the concept of the right  
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16 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

to food as a human right [would] continue to be abused for rhetorical pur-
poses while being ignored for all practical purposes.”

Both Alston (1984, 164–65) and Asbjørn Eide (1989, para. 79) believed 
that the “spelling out” of a human right to adequate food and nutrition 
should incorporate and benefit from a myriad of other human rights docu-
ments besides the 1948 UDHR article 25.1 and the 1966 ICESCR articles 2 
and 11. These include, among others,

• UDHR article 2 stating that “everyone is entitled to all the rights and 
freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind”

• UDHR article 3 providing for everyone’s right to life
• UDHR article 22 on the realization of economic, social, and cultural 

rights through national efforts and international cooperation
• UDHR article 28 providing that “everyone is entitled to a social and 

international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in [the] 
Declaration can be fully realized”

• article 1 of both the ICESCR and ICCPR on the right to 
self-determination

• ICCPR article 6 on every human being’s inherent right to life,
• the four 1949 Geneva Conventions (ICRC 1949) and their two Addi-

tional Protocols of 1977 (ICRC 1977a, b) regulating the rights of civil-
ians and former combatants in war time.

The 1990s brought many changes to the development of the right to 
adequate food and nutrition. In his 1999 report The Right to Adequate 
Food and to Be Free From Hunger: Updated Study on the Right to Food 
(hereinafter, Updated Study on the Right to Food), submitted to the UN 
Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights, A. 
Eide pointed to the 1989 adoption of the CRC and its rapid entry into force 
in 1990 as a turning point that “strengthened the place of the right to food 
and nutrition in international human rights law” (A. Eide 1999, para. 5).

The Role of Civil Society in Shaping Interpretation of  
The Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition

The first half of the 1990s ushered in a series of UN world conferences 
beginning with the World Summit for Children in New York in 1990, and 
including the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
(Rio de Janeiro 1992), the World Conference on Human Rights (Vienna 
1993), the International Conference on Population and Development (Cairo 
1994), the Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing 1995), the World 
Summit for Social Development (Copenhagen 1995), the Second United 
Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Istanbul 1996) and, of par-
ticular relevance here, the World Food Summit (Rome 1996). The problem 
of extensive hunger and malnutrition in the world was addressed in almost 
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 17

all of these conferences (A. Eide 1999, para. 5). In no small part, the rising 
space and voice of public interest civil society spurred UN work in gen-
eral, and the attention to food and agriculture in particular. Indeed Nora 
McKeon, in her 2009 book The United Nations and Civil Society: Legiti-
mating Global Governance—Whose Voice?, presents the case that civil soci-
ety’s democratic engagement at the global level since the 1990s has not only 
helped shape policy, but has at the same time reinforced the legitimacy to 
the UN as a global governance mechanism.

The UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) 
was established in 1987 as a body of independent experts to carry out the 
monitoring functions of the ICESCR and to prepare non-legally binding 
general comments to provide guidance and interpretation on the content 
of specific provisions, as well as on crosscutting themes of the ICESCR 
(CESCR 1989; see Riedel 2005).17 In 1993, the CESCR Rules of Proce-
dure of the Committee were revised, endorsing and institutionalizing the 
participation of civil society in ICESCR monitoring and reporting (CESCR 
1993, rule 69). Rule 69.1 allows non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
in consultative status with the HRC, to issue independent and supplemental 
shadow reports to the periodic states parties’ reports to the CESCR. Addi-
tionally, rules 69.2 and 69.3 offer these NGOs the opportunity both to meet 
for a “short period of time” with working groups before CESCR sessions, 
as well as to present “relevant oral information” during sessions. These new 
procedures invite civil society to engage procedurally to bring up issues that 
might be overlooked or ignored in official reports, or that were inadequately 
addressed from a civil society perspective.

Another boost for civil society participation came in 1993 with the 
recommendation of the World Conference on Human Rights Preparatory 
Committee to issue an optional protocol to the ICESCR to provide for-
mal mechanisms for individual complaints of rights violations under the 
covenant (see World Conference on Human Rights Preparatory Committee 
1993, para. 18; UN General Assembly 1993b, para. 75).18 Optional pro-
tocols provide “a more extensive and in-depth framework of inquiry to a 
specific case” (World Conference on Human Rights Preparatory Committee 
1993, para. 34) and more effective mechanisms and procedures for indi-
vidual and group recourse to a UN body (World Conference on Human 
Rights Preparatory Committee 1993, para. 35). Additionally, they play an 
important role in elaborating the procedure of response open to and for 
individual and group complaints of state violations of human rights obliga-
tions (World Conference on Human Rights Preparatory Committee 1993, 
para. 38; see also A. Eide 2005, 30; ESCR-Net 2013; NGO Coalition for 
an Optional Protocol to the ICESCR and ESCR-Net 2008). Similar optional 
protocols to the ICCPR and CEDAW had already been adopted by the UN 
General Assembly in 1966 and 1999, respectively (UN General Assembly 
1966c, 1999). However, due to remaining dissention on the nature and jus-
ticiability of economic, social, and cultural rights in comparison to civil and 
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18 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

political rights, among other issues (see Arambulo 1999), the first draft of 
the ICESCR optional protocol was only presented by the CESCR to the 
UN Commission on Human Rights (CHR) in 1997. The adoption of the 
Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights was delayed even longer and only occurred in 2008 (UN 
General Assembly 2009). On February 6, 2013 Uruguay provided the tenth 
ratification of the ICESCR optional protocol, allowing for its entering into 
force three months later, in accordance with article 18.1 (FIAN Interna-
tional 2013).19

Since the early 1990s, civil society had been organizing resistance against 
the global political economy of food and trade that was becoming increas-
ingly dominated by wealthy countries, global financial institutions, and par-
ticularly by corporate giants of the early globalized agrofood industry. A. 
Eide refers to this staggering shift of economic and political power as the 
transition from the wealth of nations to the wealth of corporations (A. Eide 
2005, 18–19). Coalitions of civil society organizations (CSOs) demanded an 
interrogation of the “practically binding” structural adjustment condition-
alities imposed on national social policies by the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank according to the principles of the Con-
sensus of Washington (CIDSE 2008; CIDSE and IATP 2009). As A. Eide 
writes, in return for credit, the international financial institutions had “in 
effect taken over what should be the area of democratic decision-making 
by elected politicians in the affected countries” (A. Eide 2005, 17). La Via 
Campesina, roughly translated as The Peasants’ Way, initiated a worldwide 
farmers’ organization challenge in 1993 that protested the 1994 Uruguay 
Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and the 
1995 creation of the World Trade Organization (WTO). La Via Campesina 
critiqued the presumptions inside the GATT and WTO that international 
trade and free markets would optimize food supply, and by extension, food 
security (Ballenger and Mabbs-Zeno 1992; Healy, Pearce, and Stockbridge 
1998; Watkins 1991). Compounding the IMF imposed stranglehold over 
state autonomy, the 1994 GATT further restrained governments’ use of 
public sector tools, including subsidies, tariffs, and regulations to realize the 
right to adequate food and nutrition of those under their jurisdiction and 
to protect the sustainability of their own food systems and economies (see, 
e.g., Forum for Food Sovereignty 2007; Isaah 2007; Paasch 2008; Paasch, 
Garbers, and Hirsch 2007). La Via Campesina countered with the thesis of 
food sovereignty, not only objecting to the global interference in national 
policy, but relocating the idea of food governance, as well as food security in 
the human and democratic rights of peoples as determined at the most local 
of levels and by those most engaged in the production of food, particularly 
at smaller scales (see, e.g., Desmarais 2007; Windfuhr and Jonsén 2005; see 
also chapters 5 and 6 of this volume).

CSOs, social movements, and human rights organizations raised objec-
tions to the hegemonic impulses of the globalizing agrofood corporations, 
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 19

international financial institutions, and wealthy countries in the 1990s 
(Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 452). This critique coalesced at the Civil 
Society Forum on Food Security that brought together almost one thou-
sand organizations in a program running parallel to the 1996 World Food 
Summit in Rome. Among other objectives, civil society organized to exert 
pressure to revisit, reinterpret, and expand the understanding of the right 
to adequate food and nutrition, and to address some of the inadequacies 
of the ICESCR language (NGO Forum to the World Food Summit 1996). 
Concurrently, FAO member states present at the World Food Summit called 
upon UN human rights institutions “[t]o 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 implementation and full and progressive 
realization of this right as a means of achieving food security for all” (FAO 
1996, objective 7.1).

By mandate from the Civil Society Forum on Food Security, FIAN Inter-
national, the World Alliance for Nutrition and Human Rights (WANAHR), 
and the Jacques Maritain International Institute cooperated to elaborate the 
desired reinterpretation of the ICESCR through the drafting of the 1997 
International Code of Conduct on the Right to Adequate Food (hereinafter, 
Code of Conduct; FIAN International, WANAHR, and Institute Jacques 
Maritain International 1997). In an indirect reference to the evolutive pro-
cess of human rights frameworks, Michael Windfuhr (1998), cofacilitator 
of the Code of Conduct, describes the dialectical process that went on inside 
the civil society movement during the drafting of the document. Producing 
this analysis of the right to adequate food and nutrition, he writes, required 
both “ ‘unlearning’ the reductionist human rights concept, which focused 
entirely on civil and political rights, as well as the reductionist concepts of 
food security that focus only or mostly on agricultural productivity and 
harvest yields” to the detriment of nutrition and food access (Windfuhr 
1998, 7).

By 2000, over one thousand NGOs around the world endorsed the inten-
tion to enact the Code of Conduct into the global human rights framework 
(Kracht 2000, cited in W. B. Eide and Kracht 2005b, 104). The first steps 
were to place it on the agendas of both the CHR and the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS; Windfuhr 1998; SCN 1999).20 Although ulti-
mately and almost immediately rejected, the code was widely praised for its 
contribution to the 1999 issuance and adoption by the CESCR of General 
Comment 12 on The Right to Adequate Food (hereinafter, General Com-
ment 12; CESCR 1999, para. 2; see also Oshaug 2005, 259–60; Albrecht, 
Germann, and Ratjen 2007, 8; Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 453; SCN 
1999, para. 4). The Code of Conduct also helped to propel forward the 
2002 creation of a CFS Intergovernmental Working Group (IGWG) and the 
execution of its mandate established at the World Food Summit: five years 
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20 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

later (Rome, 2002) to negotiate a set of voluntary guidelines on the imple-
mentation of the right to adequate food (see Albrecht, Germann, and Ratjen 
2007, 8; W. B. Eide and Kracht 2005b, 104).

General Comment 12 on the Right to Adequate Food

The UN high commissioner for human rights had ultimate responsibility 
to follow up on the 1996 World Food Summit call for clarification of the 
right to adequate food concept. As a result, chronologically parallel and in 
collaboration with the NGO organizing effort described above, a series of 
UN sponsored expert consultations was established between 1997 and 2001 
reflecting the ideas that a collective of practitioners and academics working 
on the right to adequate food and nutrition had been theorizing. One out-
come was the previously mentioned Updated Study on the Right to Food 
by Asbjørn Eide in 1999. Another closely related outcome was the issuance 
by the CESCR of General Comment 12 (CESCR 1999) in the same year.21

The Updated Study on the Right to Food reintroduces two ideas central 
to the eventual shape of contemporary understandings on the right to ade-
quate food and nutrition: (a) a rights-based approach to food and nutrition 
and (b) the specific obligations of states parties to the ICESCR to respect, 
protect, and fulfill the human right to adequate food and nutrition. While 
the latter concept of specific obligations was adopted into the content of 
General Comment 12, the link of nutrition to the right to adequate food 
was not successfully or completely included (see also chapters 2, 5, and 6 
of this volume).

Although non-legally binding in nature itself, General Comment 12 repre-
sents “the authoritative [UN] interpretation of the right to food in the Inter-
national Bill of Rights” (Suárez Franco and Ratjen 2007, 4). It provides an 
interpretation of the right to adequate food and nutrition from A. Eide’s 
Updated Study on the Right to Food that incorporates the food security 
dimensions of availability, accessibility, adequacy, and sustainability. In that 
report, “the links between the notion of ‘sustainability’ in terms of long-term 
availability and ‘accessibility’ of adequate food, and how both are intrinsi-
cally linked to the notion of food security, implying food being accessible 
for both present and future generations” were emphasized (W. B. Eide 2005, 
86). The authoritative definition for the right to adequate food and nutrition, 
as cobbled together from three paragraphs of General Comment 12, reads:

The right to adequate food is realized when every man, woman and 
child, alone or in community with others, have physical and economic 
access at all times to adequate food or means for its procurement. The 
core content of the right to adequate food implies . . . the availability of 
food in a quantity and quality sufficient to satisfy the dietary needs of 
individuals, free from adverse substances, and acceptable within a given 
culture [and] the accessibility of such food in ways that are sustainable 
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 21

and that do not interfere with the enjoyment of other human rights. . . . 
Accessibility encompasses both economic and physical accessibility. 
(CESCR 1999, paras. 6, 8, and 13)

General Comment 12 identifies the respective obligations of states parties 
and provides them with guidance on the implementation of the legally bind-
ing ICESCR provisions relevant for the progressive realization of the right 
to adequate food and nutrition (see Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 442). 
These states parties’ specific obligations to respect, protect, and fulfill were 
first introduced in a report submitted to the Sub-commission on Preven-
tion of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities in 1987 and published 
in the Human Rights Study Series in 1989 (A. Eide 1989). The concept of 
those specific obligations has evolved since. The right to adequate food and 
nutrition, like all other economic, social, cultural, civil, and political rights, 
imposes on states parties these three levels of specific obligations.

The first level obligation, to respect, requires that states do not interfere, 
both within and beyond their territories, with existing access to food or to 
resources for producing food or with existing and working processes of 
growing, accessing, and consuming food for local populations in ways that 
make it impossible to maintain traditions and self-determination (although 
these traditions are subject to review for their adherence to other human 
rights principles like non-discrimination).

The second level of specific obligations provides that states should, 
within their jurisdiction, adopt measures to protect individuals from efforts 
by other non-state actors (individuals or enterprises) to deprive or interfere 
with food access, for example, through land eviction or water contamina-
tion. As Oshaug, W. B. Eide, and A. Eide (1994, 494) point out, “[t]his is 
probably the most important aspect of the right to food and other survival 
rights: the state not as provider, but as protector.” The specific obligation of 
protect prescribes to states, for example, to regulate large corporate private 
sector involvement in activities that might diminish local and national auton-
omy over food and nutrition security, such as privatizing public commons 
resources like water, seed genetics, or land,22 or by interfering with breast-
feeding practices, the universally acknowledged best and safest nutrition 
for infants and young children, through aggressive marketing of breastmilk 
substitutes. It is expected that national scale law shall be designed to aug-
ment state capacity to extend legal accountability for human rights abuses 
to the corporate private sector. Furthermore, states must protect against vio-
lations engaged by individuals and groups, both inside and outside family 
households. Protecting women from discrimination and violence inside, as 
well as outside the household and family space, including by extension the 
violence of food-related abuses such as withholding food, falls within the 
domain of state obligations (see also chapter 3 of this volume).

According to General Comment 12, the third level specific obligation, to 
fulfill, includes two obligations. It asserts that states should proactively engage 
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22 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

in enhancing people’s autonomous capacity at the local and national level 
to produce, access, and use food and nutrition resources (fulfill/facilitate), 
and that states have the obligation to provide to those, who for emergency 
or non-emergency reasons outside their control, need resources (e.g., food 
donations and cash transfers) to fulfill the right (fulfill/provide).

General Comment 12 should not be interpreted as definitive with respect 
to state specific obligations; they have the potential to evolve. Possible future 
inclusions might consider the 1997 Maastricht Guidelines on Violations of 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, that assign the elements of obligation 
of conduct (“action reasonably calculated to realize the enjoyment of a par-
ticular right”) and obligation of result (the achievement of “specific targets 
to satisfy a detailed substantive standard”) for all three levels of specific 
obligations (ICJ 1997, para. 7). Additionally, CESCR General Comment 14 
on the Right to the Highest Attainable Standard of Health (CESCR 2000) 
adds the aspect of promote to the third level obligation of fulfill. This pro-
mote aspect requires states parties to disseminate information and educate 
their administrations and populace about the respective right. To underscore 
the practical side of this obligation, General Comment 14 further specifies 
that “the obligation to fulfil requires States to adopt appropriate legisla-
tive, administrative, budgetary, judicial, promotional and other measures 
towards the full realization of the right to health” (CESCR 2000, para. 33).

Moreover, the specific states party obligations of respect, protect, and ful-
fill are not limited to national boundaries. The extraterritorial character of 
these obligations is rather defined, among others, through the ICESCR gen-
eral obligation of international cooperation (UN General Assembly 1966b, 
article 2).23 In this context, General Comment 12, paragraph 36 reads,

In the spirit of article 56 of the Charter of the United Nations, the 
specific provisions contained in articles 11, 2.1, and 23 of the Cov-
enant and the Rome Declaration of the World Food Summit, States 
parties should recognize the essential role of international cooperation 
and comply with their commitment to take joint and separate action 
to achieve the full realization of the right to adequate food. In imple-
menting this commitment, States parties should take steps to respect 
the enjoyment of the right to food in other countries, to protect that 
right, to facilitate access to food and to provide the necessary aid when 
required. States parties should, in international agreements whenever 
relevant, ensure that the right to adequate food is given due attention 
and consider the development of further international legal instruments 
to that end. (CESCR 1999, para. 36)

A. Eide’s (1999) and General Comment 12’s incorporation of the dimen-
sions of food security and specific states parties’ obligations was developed 
into the Food Security Matrix, a tabular form to identify, classify, and 
analyze progressive realization of the right to adequate food and nutrition 
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 23

(see W. B. Eide 2005, 93). Used, for example, by Damman, W. B. Eide, and 
Kuhnlein (2008), the matrix attempts to provide an analytical format to 
capture the human rights dimensions of food security. Whether and how 
a state meets its obligations to respect, protect, and fulfill household food 
security is the logic of the table. While absolutely groundbreaking in terms 
of clarifying what a state must do, the matrix does not provide a dimension 
to the voice of rights holders. Democratic participation in policy making 
is an intrinsic part of what both A. Eide (1999, paras. 35, 63, 70, 87, 93, 
100, 103) and General Comment 12 (CESCR 1999, para. 23) promoted. 
Chapter 6 of this volume revisits the matrix with a vision of analyzing states 
parties’ obligations as duty bearers in cross section with the democratic food 
sovereignty of rights holders.

Paragraph 20 of General Comment 12 notes that only states are par-
ties to the ICESCR and, therefore, they alone carry ultimate accountability 
to comply with the rights articulated in the covenant. Nevertheless, “all 
members of society—individuals, families, local communities, non-govern-
mental organizations, civil society organizations, as well as the private busi-
ness  sector—have responsibilities in the realization of the right to adequate 
food” (CESCR 1999, para. 20; see also para. 27). To this end, “[t]he State 
should provide an environment that facilitates implementation of these 
responsibilities” (CESCR 1999, para. 20), by which General Comment 12 
moves toward expanding rights holders participation and regulating corpo-
rate activity. Attempting to counter the uneven influence exercised by large 
corporations and financial institutions that overwhelm both the rights hold-
ers represented by public interest civil society and the duty bearers of gov-
ernments, paragraph 20 continues, “[t]he private business sector—national 
and transnational—should pursue its activities within the framework of a 
code of conduct conducive to respect of the right to adequate food, agreed 
upon jointly with the Government and civil society.”

The corporate private sector and civil society are handled separately 
because of their vastly different power and because of their dissimilar status: 
members of civil society are human rights holders; corporations and busi-
nesses are not. Through the issuance of the CESCR general comments, civil 
society participation has become increasingly institutionalized in the design 
and implementation of the human right to adequate food and nutrition at the 
national level.24 In this respect, paragraph 23 of General Comment 12 reads,

The formulation and implementation of national strategies for the right 
to food requires full compliance with the principles of accountability, 
transparency, people’s participation, decentralization, legislative capac-
ity and the independence of the judiciary. (CESCR 1999, para. 23, 
emphasis added)

Civil society engagement on behalf of public interest, particularly when 
it challenges existing power structures, can place participants in danger of 
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24 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

facing reprisals for their work exposing human rights violations. As dis-
cussed by Lauren (2003, 2), human rights defenders “all directly threatened 
those with power who refused to share it voluntarily, those with vested 
interests or prevailing prejudice who wanted special privilege, and those 
government leaders who hid behind the claims of national sovereignty and 
insisted that they were immune from ever being held accountable for any 
abuses they might commit.”

It is, therefore, critical to have the mandated respect and protection of 
civil society participation in right to adequate food and nutrition work at 
the national and international levels, especially of “human rights advocates 
and other members of civil society who assist vulnerable groups” (CESCR 
1999, para. 35). We know that law alone rarely protects those who struggle 
against more powerful groups. That is why, to leverage states parties pro-
tection of human rights defenders, civil society must be able to participate 
in the public actions that uphold the right to adequate food and nutrition 
including monitoring, reporting, and using recourse and remedy mecha-
nisms to hold competent authorities accountable.

The articulation of the core content of right to adequate food in General 
Comment 12 further provided a blueprint for the CHR in its resolution 
2000/10 to appoint a special rapporteur on the right to food “to respond 
fully to the necessity for an integrated and coordinated approach in the 
promotion and protection of the right to food” (CHR 2000, para. 10). UN 
special rapporteurs—also called special procedures of the HRC—are inde-
pendent experts working to examine, monitor, advise, and publicly report 
on different specific human rights issues, one of which is food and nutrition 
(OHCHR 2013). Sociologist Jean Ziegler held the first two consecutive 
appointments (September 2000-April 2008) as UN special rapporteur on 
the right to food, contributing, among other things, directly to the develop-
ment of the Right to Food Guidelines and then producing reports to help 
governments implement them (Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 454; CHR 
2005). Law professor Olivier De Schutter was appointed the second UN 
special rapporteur on the right to food (May 2008-April 2014). De Schut-
ter is credited with immediately organizing a special session of the HRC 
on the global food crisis in 2008, from which a resolution was adopted 
that called for a rights-based approach to the fight against hunger and for 
a review of “any policy or measure which could have a negative impact on 
the realization of the right to food” (HRC 2008, 4; see also Golay and Büs-
chi 2012; Valente and Suárez Franco 2010).25 The third mandate holder, 
research professor and lawyer Hilal Elver, was appointed by the HRC to 
take the vacancy of this special procedure in May 2014 and assumed her 
functions in June of the same year. While her tenure is just beginning as 
this book is being finalized, it is clear that the first two rapporteurs on the 
right to food have had tremendous positive impact on the development 
of content and implementation of the human right to adequate food and 
nutrition.26
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 25

The Promotion of a Human Rights Framework for Food  
and Nutrition Security

Efforts to mainstream the so-called “human rights–based approach” into 
the programs, policies, and activities of all UN specialized agencies began 
with the 1997 UN secretary general’s report Renewing the United Nations: 
A Programme for Reform (UN Secretary General 1997). The main feature of 
the human rights-based approach is that it is founded on the understanding 
that states are human rights duty bearers and that individuals and groups 
of individuals are human rights holders. The construction of how these two 
actor groups relate to and with each other is further framed within human 
rights instruments. The human rights-based approach is centered on the uni-
versality and indivisibility of human rights. For example, the human right 
to adequate food and nutrition cannot be viewed independently from, for 
example, the human right to the highest attainable standard of health, or the 
human rights of women or of children.

Subsequent publications to the 1997 UN secretary general’s report 
adopting the human rights-based approach include the Human Develop-
ment Report 2000: Human Rights and Human Development by the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP; UNDP 2000), the 2000 UN 
General Assembly adoption of the United Nations Millennium Declaration 
(UN General Assembly 2000), and the 2003 United Nations Development 
Group (UNDG) adoption of the UN Statement of Common Understand-
ing on Human Rights-Based Approaches to Development Cooperation and 
Programming (hereinafter, Common Understanding; UNDG 2003, att. 1; 
see also Golay and Büschi 2012, 13–14).

In the context of the right to adequate food and nutrition, A. Eide, in 
his previously mentioned Updated Study on the Right to Food, reflects 
upon the importance of state efforts to “elaborate a human rights-based 
strategy to ensure freedom from hunger and the enjoyment of the right to 
food” (A. Eide 1999, para. 66), referencing examples from Brazil and South 
Africa (A. Eide 1999, paras. 67–70). When reporting on the adoption of the 
human rights-based approach to food and nutrition by UN and other inter-
governmental agencies, A. Eide writes that UNICEF “has taken an explicit 
political decision to make the realization of the rights contained in the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child and the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women the heart of its mandate” 
and “uses these two human rights instruments in its struggle against hun-
ger and malnutrition by emphasizing the responsibility of Governments and 
other actors arising from these conventions, and by a reorientation of the 
understanding of the nutrition problem” (A. Eide 1999, para. 102). With 
UNICEF as a model, A. Eide recommended training and the development 
of learning materials on human rights related to food and nutrition for UN 
specialized agencies and other bodies adopting the human rights-based 
approach (A. Eide 1999, para. 135.a.iii).
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26 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

Using the language of “human right–based approaches,” attempts to 
employ human rights frameworks and principles expanded rapidly but 
without coordination, and some have argued, with more compulsion than 
conviction. Notably, the imperative of promoting civil society participation 
and social policy development appears lacking. Uvin (2007, 599) asserts that 
the great number of policy statements, guidelines, and documents published 
during the 1990s by bilateral and multilateral aid agencies on the incorpora-
tion of human rights in their mandate were “little more than thinly disguised 
presentations of old wine in new bottles,” basically “colonis[ing] the human 
rights discourse” and claiming “that human rights is what these developing 
agencies were doing all along.” Moreover, the same author, quoting Donelly 
(1999, 611) and Windfuhr (2000, 25), maintains that the rhetorical exercise 
of inserting a “rights-based approach” into development literature ignores 
fundamental power-based relationships between states parties, rights hold-
ers, and corporations. This failure obscures the essential difference between 
charity or benevolence bestowed and human rights claimed, and perpetu-
ates existing hegemonic power structures (Uvin 2007, 599–600).

We warn, however, that the human rights-based approach discourse 
leaves margin for states and other actors to only selectively apply aspects of 
the approach that serve their interests.27 As witnessed during the course of 
writing this volume, rights-based rhetoric has been increasingly coopted as 
just another buzzword. Actors, whose objective has been more to circumvent 
criticism and only nominally adapt to the present direction of democratic 
and global food governance rather than to embrace and to work toward the 
implementation of, let alone to comply with, a human rights framework, 
including its legal components, threaten the foundational imperative of 
holding states accountable for the realization and protection of the human 
right to adequate food and nutrition.

The human rights framework is made manifest by realizing the roles 
of rights holders and duty bearers in a relationship based on obliga-
tion and accountability. From a global public sector perspective, this 
engages the state as democratic manager of the public good, serving as 
effective representative of the people’s will, in line with universal human 
rights  principles. The human rights framework is systemic and organic, 
and given its evolutive character, resists a singular interpretation that is 
anchored in time.

As with the advancement of the human rights-based approach, the actual 
promotion and implementation of the human rights framework is largely 
attributable to the work of NGOs and CSOs (Uvin 2007, 602). In the 
specific context of food and nutrition security, Valente and Suárez Franco 
(2010, 453) maintain that “[t]he advances observed in the incorporation of 
the rights-based approach and in the strengthened civil society participation 
are, to a great extent, a result of the strong alliance built among the civil 
society organizations, social movements, and human rights organizations 
around the defense of the banner of food sovereignty and the promotion of 
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 27

the right to adequate food.” This effort from civil society has been necessary 
to overcome varying degrees of reluctance from states and active resistance 
from the international corporate private sector (see, e.g., De Schutter 2006; 
Deva and Bilchitz 2013; Holt-Giménez 2011; McKeon 2009).

Regardless of who invests more in a human rights framework, its objec-
tive is a dialogue between rights holders and duty bearers. In this dialogue, 
rights holders are able to shape their participation with dignity and with the 
representation of the most marginalized. They are empowered to demand 
policy transparency and to hold governments, and through them non-state 
actors, accountable through recourse and remedy mechanisms, for the pro-
gressive realization of the right to adequate food and nutrition. The 2003 
UN Common Understanding provides a framework for the growth and 
range of rights-based initiatives. The Common Understanding clarifies in 
three points that all development work shall (a) further realize human rights 
as explicated in the UDHR and other international human rights instru-
ments, (b) follow associated standards and principles, and (c) contribute to 
the development of the capacities of duty bearers to meet their obligations 
and of rights holders to claim their rights. Effectively adhering to the Com-
mon Understanding requires that the duties of monitoring and evaluation 
of both outcomes and processes be guided by human rights standards and 
principles; it also commands thorough observance of the recommendations 
of international human rights bodies and mechanisms in programming. 
Basic principles include incorporating focus on the participation of mar-
ginalized and excluded groups, as well as local ownership of development 
(Anderson 2013, 113–14).

One of the most contemporary articulations of human rights principles 
is presented by FAO under the mnemonic acronym PANTHER, comprised 
by the initial letters of the concepts of participation, accountability, non- 
discrimination and focus on vulnerable groups, transparency, human dig-
nity, empowerment, and rule of law (FAO 2013b, 10; Diokno 2013). These 
principles are further described in table 1.4, in terms of expectations of 
public sector conduct in the context of the human rights-based approach.

The application of the human rights framework to food and nutrition 
security programs involves the identification of rights holders and the rec-
ognition of their rights, including their right to claim recourse and remedy 
for rights violations. At the same time, the process through which food and 
nutrition security programs and policies are designed and implemented must 
itself share and relocate decision-making authority with those previously 
identified rights holders. The commitment to move toward a human right to 
adequate food and nutrition requires a paradigm shift in public policy and 
social organization (Golay and Büschi 2012; W. B. Eide 2005). Rights hold-
ers’ public participation reallocates power over policy processes and puts 
powerful recourse and remedy tools at their disposal. While human rights 
initiatives might be embraced intuitively or emphatically, actual changes in 
decision-making authority are almost always traumatic because of struggles 
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Table 1.4 Human rights principles (PANTHER)

Participation

The public sector must conduct:
• Active encouragement of people to organize and to genuinely, freely, actively 

participate in decision-making
• Outreach to, and inclusion of, those most affected by public decisions into the 

decision-making
• Mandated incorporation of people’s views (voluntary, legally recognized, free) 

in all public decisions and actions
• Formal mechanisms for claim holders and other actors to question policies, 

bring complaints, demand compensation/restitution, hold governments, and 
through them non-state actors, accountable

• Involvement of people in the monitoring of public policy implementation.

Accountability

The public sector is accountable for:
• Human rights obligations of conduct and of result
• Responsiveness with public decisions, actions, and performance to those most 

affected by social exclusion and discrimination
• Fairness in conduct, treatment, and actions
• Responsibility for policies, decisions, actions, services, goods, for associated 

performance, and for related consequences
• Inclusiveness, collaborative with defined processes of genuine, voluntary, active, 

free, and full participation and involvement
• Competency, effectiveness, efficiency, and professionalism in actions and 

performance
• Timely delivery of resources, institutions, goods, and services implicit in human 

rights
• Making available monitoring and remedy mechanisms that allow rights holders 

to monitor their authorities and to seek remedy in cases of threat or enactment 
of violation of their human rights.

Non-discrimination (focus on marginalized and excluded groups)

The public sector must guarantee:
• The enjoyment of all human rights without distinction of any kind, exclusion, 

restriction, or preference based on race, color, ethnic origin, sex, gender 
stereotypes, prejudices and expected roles, language, religion, political or other 
opinion, national or social origin, descent, inherited social status, property, 
birth, disability, age, nationality, marital and family status, sexual orientation 
and gender identity, health status, place of residency, economic and social 
situation, and membership in group.1

Transparency

The public sector must commit to the principle that:
• All public actions and decisions are visible, free from obscurity, unhidden, clear, 

and distinct

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Rule of law 

The public sector should guarantee:
• That the primacy of human rights is applied, especially in situations in 

which human rights are put in conflict with rights of a different nature (i.a., 
commercial law)

• That conflicts be resolved impartially, on the basis of fact, in accordance with 
law, and without improper influence or pressure

• The availability and accessibility of independent and impartial judicial or 
administrative forums to act on conflicts

• Public documents, decisions, rules, regulations, and processes are readily, timely, 
understandably, and freely accessible, and complete

• Claim holders and other actors are able to see openly into all activities of duty 
bearers

• Persons and communities affected by development projects, especially 
indigenous peoples, have the right to free, prior, and informed consent.

Human dignity

The public sector must make manifest that human dignity:
• Implies that human beings are an end in themselves and cannot be used as mere 

means to reach the aims of others
• Implies that people shall not be humiliated or put in a situation of impotence 

based on an authority’s arbitrary decision or conduct and that, shall this ever 
happen, recourse mechanisms shall be available for affected people to claim the 
respect, protection, and fulfillment of their human dignity

• Implies that human beings are rights holders and not charity recipients; 
therefore, when claiming their human rights, they are holding authorities 
accountable and not asking for charity

• Founds the basis and aim of all human rights, resting on the intrinsic value or 
worth of the human person

• Is non-negotiable, irreversible, and the same at all places and at all times
• Demands that those most vulnerable to human rights deprivations require 

special human rights measures and protection
• Encourages resort to safeguards (anticipatory and proactive measures), rather 

than safety nets (reactionary measures).

Empowerment

The public sector must:
• Recognize that human beings are subjects of human rights and as such have 

the right to influence public policy making, implementation, and monitoring, 
without discrimination.

• Acknowledge, respect, and build people’s capacity to seek appropriate solutions 
to injustices they may face

• Make available mechanisms that allow people to take part in public life.

(Continued)

Transparency (Continued)
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30 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

over sharing political and economic power (Stammers 1999, 2005). Such 
resistance is compounded by the fact that the practical administrative and 
legal machinery to support such changes is complex and very much still 
evolving.

The Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive  
Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of  
National Food Security

The 1996 Rome Declaration on World Food Security and World Food Sum-
mit Plan of Action not only called for guidance on the interpretation of the 
right to adequate food as referenced in the ICESCR, but also “invite[d] the 
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, in consultation with relevant 
treaty bodies, and in collaboration with relevant specialized agencies and 
programmes of the UN system and appropriate intergovernmental mecha-
nisms, . . . to propose ways to implement and realize these rights as a means 
of achieving the commitments and objectives of the World Food Summit, 
taking into account the possibility of formulating voluntary guidelines for 
food security for all” (FAO 1996, objective 7.4(e); emphasis added).

As previously noted, civil society almost immediately created the 1997 
Code of Conduct. And although ultimately unsuccessful in developing 
legally binding procedures for the fulfillment of states parties’ obligations, 
it nevertheless helped to shape General Comment 12 and lay the ground-
work for the non-binding and voluntary-based system that would follow. 
In 2002, the International Planning Committee on Food Sovereignty (IPC) 
was established on an ad hoc basis as an international network for CSOs, 
and in particular peoples’ organizations, to continue advancing their work 
after the 1996 World Food Summit.28 Facilitating the participation of small 
and medium-scale farmers, fisherfolks, agricultural workers, and indigenous 

Rule of law (Continued)

• Provision of appropriate remedies and effective redress mechanisms, including 
appeals mechanisms

• Inclusion of efficient monitoring mechanisms to support the impartial and just 
implementation of regulations

• The respect, protection, and security of human rights defenders and their 
activities, in particular as regards threats, intimidation, and violence on the part 
of powerful social actors.

Source: adapted from Diokno (2013).
1 Temporary special measures constitute legitimate differentiation under human rights instru-

ments, when these are intended to correct discrimination, when the criteria for such differen-
tiation are reasonable and objective, and when the aim is to achieve legitimate purposes.

Table 1.4 (Continued)
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peoples, the IPC held a Civil Society Forum for Food Sovereignty parallel to 
the 2002 World Food Summit: five years later, which was organized by the 
FAO (IPC 2014).

At the FAO summit, 179 participating states reaffirmed the human right 
to adequate food and “invite[d] the FAO Council to establish at its [123rd] 
Session an Intergovernmental Working Group [IGWG], with the partici-
pation of stakeholders . . . to elaborate, in a period of two years, a set of 
voluntary guidelines to support Member States’ efforts to achieve the pro-
gressive realisation of the right to adequate food in the context of national 
food security” (FAO 2002, para.10). This action built upon the momentum 
of the 1996 World Food Summit, the 1997 Code of Conduct, and the 1999 
General Comment 12. However, refusing to incorporate the proposed Code 
of Conduct, and developing instead the voluntary guidelines, weakened the 
human rights principle of states parties’ accountability. In the 2002 NGO/
CSO political statement and action agenda delivered and facilitated by the 
IPC (NGO/CSO Forum on Food Sovereignty 2002a, b), CSOs rejected 
the declaration of the World Food Summit: five years later for maintaining 
the “same strategies . . . with weakened commitments, as reflected in the 
downgrading of the Code of Conduct on the Right to Food to a set of vol-
untary guidelines” and called for “a totally new human sustainable develop-
ment paradigm having as one of its central goals the promotion of food and 
nutritional security for all within the overarching framework of a human 
rights based approach to food sovereignty with gender equity” (NGO/CSO 
Forum on Food Sovereignty 2002b).

The previously mentioned IGWG of the CFS was established in 2002 
and the Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization of the 
Right to Adequate Food in the Context of National Food Security (here-
inafter, Right to Food Guidelines) were adopted unanimously by the FAO 
Council in November 2004, after two years of negotiations (FAO 2005, iii). 
Arne Oshaug, member of the official Norwegian delegation to the World 
Food Summit in 1996 and 2002, as well as to the IGWG meetings, describes 
the political and practical frustrations experienced in the development of 
the Right to Food Guidelines. In concert with the determination not to cre-
ate a legally binding instrument, the subject of acceptable language was 
paramount at the IGWG meetings. Debates over usage of states “may wish 
to” versus “should” or “will” proceeded at length (Oshaug 2005, 264). 
Likewise, attempts to include a separate guideline addressing the rule of law 
principle (see table 1.4) with its emphasis on recourse and remedy mecha-
nisms were similarly rejected (Oshaug 2005, 274). In the end, drafters of the 
Right to Food Guidelines reflected the intentions of those states most criti-
cal of a human rights framework for adequate food and nutrition (Oshaug 
2005, 277) and outlined only recommendations for state action, not binding 
responsibilities and obligations.

Despite this resort to the weakest possible language, the Right to Food 
Guidelines must be recognized for being both the first intergovernmental 
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32 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

negotiation on the development of guidelines for countries to act upon their 
duties as states parties to an individual right within the ICESCR (Oshaug 
2005, 276) and “the only complete set of rights-based guidelines to pro-
mote food and nutritional security for all” (Valente 2010, 14). This step for-
ward is, therefore, also welcomed as “open[ing] up the possibility of putting 
human rights principles, tools, and instruments at the service of the elabo-
ration of rights-based strategies to promote food and nutritional security, 
including the respective international and national governance, monitoring 
and accountability mechanisms” (Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 459). 
While the Right to Food Guidelines could have been much stronger in out-
lining human rights principles and obligations, they play an important role 
in the identification of violations and risks of violations of the right to ade-
quate food and nutrition for policy makers and victims of violations, as well 
as for civil society in general. Further, as Oshaug (2005, 276–77) highlights, 
the Right to Food Guidelines serves as “a unique document that provides 
the basis for further development of practical tools for human rights based 
policies and programs,” including strategies for monitoring the realization 
of the right to adequate food and nutrition.

The Right to Food Guidelines attempts to “empower individuals and 
civil society to make demands on their governments” (FAO 2005, guideline 
1.2) and to participate in public consultations and decision-making pro-
cesses on right to adequate food and nutrition policies (see, e. g., guidelines 
3.8 and 18.2), as well as to monitor state obligations regarding the human 
right to adequate food (guideline 18.1) as relevant right to adequate food 
and nutrition “stakeholders” (guideline 6).29 However, the gap between UN 
policy that attempts to embrace civil society participation and the realistic 
engagement of local actors at immense social, geographic, and economic 
distance from the UN presents enormous obstacles. The challenge of mak-
ing the Right to Food Guidelines accessible for civil society use was taken up 
in the 2007 civil society-based manual Screen State Action against Hunger! 
How to Use the Voluntary Guidelines on the Right to Food to Monitor 
Public Policies published by Welthungerhilfe (Aid for World Hunger) and 
FIAN International (Suárez Franco and Ratjen 2007). This manual can be 
understood as a contribution by civil society to the fulfill/promote obliga-
tion of states to educate civil society and other actors about human rights 
in general, and about the human rights framework for adequate food and 
nutrition in particular.

Global Governance and Food and Nutrition Policy

It has been argued that the 2008 food crisis was not a new event in a smoothly 
running global food system. Rather, it reflects chronic food and nutrition 
insecurity at the worldwide scale that was aggravated by a relatively sud-
den and steep rise in food prices. This price instability was and remains 
connected with market speculation, competition for agricultural production 
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 33

dedicated to agrofuels instead of food, and a trend toward so-called “large-
scale land acquisition projects,” (commonly called “landgrabbing”) which 
in turn are fueled by food trade and speculation, agrofuels, and foreign 
country food security projects (Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 445 ff.; see 
also Exner et al. 2013; Liberti 2013; Wolford et al. 2013). The food crisis 
prompted more than sixty riots in countries of the global South between 
2007 and 2009 (Boincean et al. 2013; Department of State [United States] 
2009), pointing to the incapacity of the deregulated international food mar-
ket to guarantee national food and nutrition security and intensifying desta-
bilization of local and national food and nutrition systems (Valente 2010, 
13). The former special rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De Schutter, 
insisted in several reports that addressing the global food crisis demanded 
attention to root structural causes of hunger, essentially linking the right to 
adequate food and nutrition to all human rights necessary to achieve this 
human right (OHCHR 2008b; Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 455–56).

The international community responded to the global food crisis with 
three separate institutional proposals to improve food governance. The UN 
secretary general’s office introduced the UN High Level Task Force (HLTF) 
on the Global Food Security Crisis. The Group of Eight (G8) chartered a 
Global Partnership on Agriculture, Food Security and Nutrition (GPAFS) 
that was subsequently adopted by the Group of Twenty Finance Ministers 
and Central Bank Governors (G20). The Group of Seventy-Seven (G77), 
in coordination with the FAO, supported a revitalization of the mandate 
and the work of the CFS (Boincean et al. 2013, 6).30 As described elsewhere 
(CSM 2011; Paasch 2008; Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 447–49), the 
struggle between these three proposals reflected lines of global political and 
economic power as manifested in consolidated blocks of states, corporate 
finance and influence, and the efforts of transnational coalitions of public 
interest civil society and social movement actors. While the infrastructure 
of a global governance system for food, nutrition, and agriculture certainly 
continues to be a matter of negotiation and struggle, the evolution of the 
CFS has played a dominant role therein.

Revitalizing the CFS entailed a complete review and overhaul of the orga-
nization. The proposal for reform was not first introduced in the context of 
the food crisis, although it gained traction there. Established originally in 
1974 as an intergovernmental body wherein member countries each cast one 
equal ballot, the CFS had the mandate “to serve as a forum in the United 
Nations System for review and follow-up of policies concerning world food 
security including production and physical and economic access to food” 
(FAO 2013a). In the late 1990s after the 1996 World Food Summit and 
in response to changes in the UN system, the CFS had already attempted 
to take steps to modernize its terms of reference and general rules. High 
on this agenda was broadening non-state, multistakeholder participation in 
CFS activities with particular emphasis on civil society due to its cooperative 
work and active lobbying during and after the World Food Summit (Duncan 
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34 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

and Barling 2012, 147–49). In 2006 and 2007, in the wake of work on the 
Right to Food Guidelines and before the abysmal failure of states and the  
international community to reach Millennium Development Goal 1 (halve 
extreme poverty and hunger by 2015) was forced to world attention due 
to major riots, the CFS was preparing options to formalize continued mul-
tistakeholder participation in its operations in the coming years (CFS 2007, 
para. 31; 2008, paras. 3, 18; FAO 2006, para. 15). By 2008, the thirty-fourth 
session of the CFS proposed ambitious reform modifications that “opened 
the way to an unprecedented increase in participation of social movements, 
particularly small-scale food producer organizations, within the global gov-
ernance related to food security and nutrition” (Boincean et al. 2013, 6), in 
other words, those populations most affected by hunger and malnutrition 
before, during, and after the 2007–2008 food (price) crisis.

The CFS finalized its reform process in 2009 (CFS 2009). With its one-
country-one-vote principle, the CFS retains equality between, and decision-
making authority exclusively for, member states in an arrangement that has 
been called the “most democratic option at present for multilateral decision-
making” (Duncan and Barling 2012, 151; see also Valente 2010, 14). The 
thirteen member CFS bureau of state representatives is balanced by a four-
teen member advisory group of social actors that participates by provid-
ing guidance, policy recommendations, and state monitoring. The advisory 
group includes representatives of UN agencies and bodies with food and 
nutrition interests, four civil society representatives, one representative from 
international agricultural research bodies, one corporate private sector rep-
resentative, and one representative from philanthropic bodies.31

From a human rights perspective, the advisory group itself is a heteroge-
neous complement of state aligned actors (UN agencies and bodies), rights 
holders (civil society), and other private actors that the state has the respon-
sibility to regulate according to its legal and democratic obligations to rights 
holders and the populace of voters. Struggles persist over the makeup of this 
delicate balance of social actors within the advisory group. It may be argued, 
for example, that the corporate private sector is buttressed in the CFS by 
the participation of the World Bank and the Consultative Group on Inter-
national Agricultural Research (CGIAR) Consortium, both of which tend to 
lend broad support for mainstream agroindustrial model development that 
essentially ignores the human rights framework. At the same time, however, 
“[p]resently, the private sector is lobbying to get an equal number of seats 
on the Advisory Group as civil society. Their attempts thus far have been 
unsuccessful” (Duncan and Barling 2012, 149–50). Despite such unresolved 
disputes, at this writing we can say that the CFS has achieved a high level of 
legitimacy and broad recognition as being the most inclusive international 
and intergovernmental platform on food security and nutrition worldwide.

Two important characteristics are signature of today’s CFS. Notably, the 
CFS reform evolved not isolated from, but interdependently with that of 
the HLTF and GPFAS. While the HLTF was accorded CFS key partnership 
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Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 35

and membership status in the advisory group (CFS 2009, paras. 2 (box), 
6(i), 11(i), 25), the CFS was tasked to “explor[e] synergies” with the GPFAS 
(CFS 2009, paras. 2, 4). At the same time, the CFS reform document explic-
itly articulates a human rights perspective on food security and identifies 
related key documents, including the Right to Food Guidelines, as shap-
ing its mission (see Boincean et al. 2013, 6). Thus, the reformed CFS may 
become “a key platform for coordination and exchange of best practices, as 
well as a forum to promote accountability” (Golay and Büschi 2012, 8; see 
also CSM 2012; Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 449; Brem-Wilson 2010).

The CFS reform document called on “[c]ivil society organizations/NGOs 
and their networks . . . to autonomously establish a global mechanism for 
food security and nutrition which will function as a facilitating body for 
CSO/NGOs consultation and participation in the CFS” (CFS 2009, para. 
16). At the 2009 People’s Food Sovereignty Forum, a civil society CFS 
Contact Group was thus formed to facilitate the participation of CSO and  
NGO representatives in the process of reform of the CFS (Duncan and Bar-
ling 2012, 155).32 The Contact Group’s mandate was to continue as the 
civil society interface with the CFS bureau and to oversee the preparation 
of what in 2010 became the Proposal for an International Food Security 
and Nutrition Civil Society Mechanism for Relations with CFS (hereinafter, 
CSM Proposal; CFS 2010).

The Civil Society Mechanism (CSM) outlines the role, functions, organizing 
principles, and governing structure of the civil society participation in the CFS 
(see CSM 2013). Its goal was to create flexible representation in a so-called 
Coordination Committee of the most food and nutrition insecure groups in the 
world, including smallholders, agricultural and food workers, artisanal fisher-
folk, pastoralists, indigenous people, the landless, and women and youth, and 
additionally taking gender and geographic balance into consideration. Partici-
pation by social movements, in addition to NGOs, is highlighted in recognition 
of the fact that social movements still have neither the necessary credentials 
nor often the organizational capacity to gain UN observer and participation 
status in other fora (see Duncan and Barling 2012, 156–57).

Importantly, the Coordination Committee does not serve to represent 
civil society at the CFS. Instead it facilitates a communicative and network-
ing function between the CFS and the larger civil society membership of 
CSM, particularly through the establishment of CSM working groups that 
participate in the CFS work streams and so-called Open-Ended Working 
Groups (CFS 2011). This participatory approach builds on the extensive 
experience and networks of CSOs that have been establishing themselves 
across a range of policy areas since the early 1990s. This historical strength 
is also connected to one of the CSM’s challenges: the organizational and 
financial demands of managing a diverse membership, multiple languages, 
technical and political issues, and ensuring meaningful engagement of all 
those most affected by food and nutrition insecurity (Duncan and Barling 
2012, 152–58).
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36 Bellows, Núñez B. de L., and Viana

Correspondingly, the CFS provided the opportunity for private sector 
associations, private philanthropic organizations, and other private con-
stituencies active in areas related to food security, nutrition, and the right 
to adequate food to establish a coordination mechanism for participation 
in the CFS (CFS 2009, para. 17). In 2011, one year after the CSM Proposal 
was introduced into the CFS, the International Agri-Food Network (IAFN) 
as mediating interface for corporate private sector representation on the CFS 
advisory group issued a draft CFS Private Sector Modalities statement (IAFN 
2011) that was presented to the CFS at its Priorities Information Session of 
21 March 2012 (CFS Working Space 2014). The IAFN welcomes, whether 
multinational or national corporation, or small or medium enterprise (IAFN 
2011, para. 12), all “private sector food actors who want to participate [in 
the network], with a particular emphasis on those active in the area of food 
and nutrition at any level, particularly those that represent food producers, 
input suppliers, agro-retailers, grain traders, food manufacturers and retail-
ers, and other actors directly involved in producing and selling” (IAFN 2011, 
para. 5). The IAFN outlines the role of the private sector focal point as facili-
tating private sector perspectives through, among others, negotiation and 
input into decision-making of the CFS (IAFN 2011, para. 11).

Reifying and reflecting the struggle over a commitment to a human 
rights-based approach to food and nutrition within the CFS in particular, 
and among the diverse convictions about global food governance more gen-
erally, the IAFN draft engages very specific human rights language out of 
context. Section I “Accountability and Evaluation” expresses the expecta-
tion that the private sector focal point and members are “accountable” to 
each other and to the CFS (IAFN 2011, para. 35(a)). The critical position 
of accountability as the obligation of duty bearers to rights holders is elided 
throughout this document. With the exception of the reference in paragraph 
2 to the CFS terms of participation being limited to non-state actors “active 
in areas related to food security, nutrition, and the right to food”(CFS 2009, 
para. 17), the CFS Private Sector Modalities makes no further reference to 
human rights or a rights-based approach.

The Global Strategic Framework for Food Security and Nutrition

The major objective of the CFS reform is to become “the foremost inclusive 
international and intergovernmental platform” (CFS 2009, para. 4) with 
the mandate to create and carry forward a Global Strategic Framework for 
Food Security and Nutrition (GSF; CFS 2009, para. 6(iii)). After a chal-
lenging two year negotiation process, CFS member states finally adopted 
the first version of the GSF during its thirty-ninth session in October 2012. 
However, as Boincean et al. (2013) highlight in their manual for the use of 
the GSF by social movements and CSOs,

[I]n terms of content, nothing in the GSF is new. What is new, however, is 
the process: the GSF represents a document of global intergovernmental 
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consensus on matters related to food security and nutrition, including 
extremely important demands and perspectives of social movements 
and civil society groups. (Boincean et al. 2013, 5)

By building upon already existing international instruments (CFS 2009, 
para. 6(iii)), the GSF is to “provide an overarching framework and a sin-
gle reference document with practical guidance on core recommendations 
for food security and nutrition strategies, policies and actions validated by 
the wide ownership, participation and consultation afforded by the CFS” 
(CFS 2012b, para.7). As explicitly stated in the 2013 FAO publication The 
Human Right to Adequate Food in the Global Strategic Framework for 
Food Security and Nutrition: A Global Consensus,

The Global Strategic Framework for Food Security and Nutrition (GSF) 
is the first global framework adopted by consensus, by governments, 
that systematically mainstreams the right to adequate food and human 
rights into policies relevant to food security and nutrition at the global, 
regional and national levels. The GSF requires all stakeholders to imple-
ment and ensure the coherence of these policies with regard to the right 
to adequate food. (FAO 2013c, 4)

The first version of the GSF (CFS 2012b) draws upon the ICESCR, the 
Rome Declaration on World Food Security and World Food Summit Plan of 
Action, CESCR General Comment 12, and the FAO Right to Food Guide-
lines, documents that have all been discussed in previous sections of this 
chapter. Moreover, the GSF builds on the 2009 Declaration of the World 
Summit on Food Security (FAO 2009) and the Voluntary Guidelines on the 
Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the 
Context of National Food Security (FAO 2012), among others (see CFS 
2012b, paras. 12–13, 18). However, in his submissions to the first and sec-
ond drafts of the first GSF version, the former UN special rapporteur on the 
right to food noted his regret that the progressive realization of the right to 
adequate food and nutrition was not as fully articulated as the ultimate goal 
of the GSF as he had previously proposed (De Schutter 2012a, 2012b).33

The GSF is meant to be a “dynamic and living document that reflects the 
current international consensus among governments, which will be regu-
larly updated to include outcomes and decisions of the CFS” (CFS 2012c, 
para. 5; see also Valente 2010, 14; Boincean 2013, 12; Wopold-Bosien 2013, 
31).34 Regular updates will integrate the annual activity and latest decisions 
of the CFS; broader revisions are anticipated every three to four years. All 
members of the CFS Advisory Group, including those from civil society and 
the private sector, will have the opportunity and the mandate to participate 
in the updating and revision process (Boincean et al. 2013, 12).

The GSF provides new strength to the human rights approach to food 
and nutrition policy. With respect to its embrace of existing international 
instruments, the GSF places great emphasis on the employment of policy 
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coherence by decision and policymakers across the fields of trade, agricul-
ture, health, natural resource management, and economic or investment 
policy (CFS 2012b, para. 9). Further, the GSF recognizes the rights-based 
approach of identifying and acting upon the root causes of hunger and mal-
nutrition (CFS 2012b; see, e.g., parts II and IV) by prioritizing the participa-
tion of and policy focus on the most marginalized and excluded, including 
smallholder farmers, agricultural and food workers, artisanal fisherfolk, 
indigenous peoples, and the landless, with particular attention to women 
and youth (CFS 2012b, footnote 1; see also FAO 2013c). Following the 
identification of those most affected by food insecurity, the GSF “builds 
on a holistic understanding of rights holders and the articulation of their 
claims” (FAO 2013c, 7; see CFS 2012b, paras. 20, 75). Furthermore, the 
GSF explicitly includes and supports the application of the PANTHER prin-
ciples (see table 1.4 in this chapter) to guide the decision-making, imple-
mentation, monitoring, and evaluation processes of all food and nutrition 
security policies, strategies, and program recommendations (CFS 2012b, 
para. 20; see also FAO 2013c, 7, 9, 14–15).

The GSF provides extensive language on the needs for and processes of 
implementing and monitoring food and nutrition policy. Unlike the premise 
in the draft CFS Private Sector Modalities, the use of the term “account-
ability” in the GSF clearly falls under the institutional domain of an open 
and international system of human rights, not the closed familiarity of pri-
vate corporations (CFS 2012b, esp. paras. 92–93; see also FAO 2013c, 8).35 
Paragraph 93 identifies five principles that should apply to monitoring and 
accountability systems:

a) They should be human rights-based, with particular reference to the 
progressive realization of the right to adequate food.

b) They should make it possible for decision-makers to be accountable.
c) They should be participatory and include assessments that involve all 

stakeholders and beneficiaries, including the most vulnerable.
d) They should be simple, yet comprehensive, accurate, timely and un-

derstandable to all, with indicators disaggregated by sex, age, region, 
etc., that capture impact, process, and expected outcomes.

e) They should not duplicate existing systems, but rather build upon and 
strengthen national statistical and analytical capacities. (CFS 2012b, 
para. 93).

The GSF reflects a global struggle of civil society, corporate power, 
and states. Civil society, and indeed the CFS as a whole, seeks to expand 
participation by the most marginalized and excluded. However, greater 
engagement by non-traditionally represented persons and groups presents 
challenges of organization structure, financial mechanism, and political cul-
ture that the CFS has yet to fully adapt to in order to facilitate this broader 
and truly active involvement. Internal frictions within civil society resulting 
from, for example, “insider status” and “knowing the ropes” present an 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Evolution of the Right to Food Concept 39

ongoing need for self-examination and adherence to the CSM rules that 
attempt to balance structure, continuity, and space for new voices of change 
(Duncan and Barling 2012, 156–57). According to several observers, ongo-
ing challenges concern different strategic approaches, resources, and experi-
ence available to NGOs on the one hand and social movements on the other. 
To secure the legitimacy of the CSM, the leadership role of social move-
ments, as organizations of rights holders most affected by food insecurity, 
must be ensured (M. Wopold-Bosien, pers. comm.).36

Communication presents additional challenges. Internal consultation is 
complicated by the multiplicity of languages, unequal educational prepara-
tion in literacy, and a lack of ready or affordable access to internet, tele-
phone, or other communication infrastructure. External communication, 
that is, interaction and knowledge exchange between diverse civil society 
members and others, can be complicated by the embrace of participants 
with forms of information sharing that do not conform to common inter-
national protocol, for example, testimony, storytelling, and cultural and 
gender specific styles of communication. To truly embrace diversity and the 
voices of the marginalized, the CSM must remain flexible and responsive to 
its constituencies (Duncan and Barling 2012, 152–58).

As civil society copes with processes of expansion, the “private sector” 
may face challenges with an increasingly teleological vision of itself that 
eclipses diversity from its participation in decision-making in the CFS. The 
private sector fuels the economy. And yet, when fronted by the largest mul-
tinational corporations, it appears that the voices of small and medium busi-
ness persons, including and especially the women among them, are closed 
out of what has become called “private sector representation.” Indeed, 
smallholder farmers, artisanal fisherfolk, pastoralists—they are entrepre-
neurs. They are the traditional heart of economic development behind local 
and regional food systems. Nevertheless, these small-scale members of the 
private sector are more often aligned in international food and nutrition 
policy and decision-making with public interest civil society and social 
movements because of their priority attention on addressing violations of 
the realization of their basic human rights in the context of food and nutri-
tion. In the CFS and other UN settings, what passes for the “private sector” 
today are actually the interests of large multinational corporations. We can 
say that the majority of global entrepreneurs are completely obscured by 
the monopoly holders of capital and other resources, a group that should be 
specified as the corporate private sector.

Global food and nutrition governance is tasked with the democratic 
evolution of strategies to improve the economic and social security of all 
persons with attention to the most marginalized. We argue that the best 
vision to date for this objective is people’s and food sovereignty, a frame-
work concept for the human right to adequate food and nutrition that 
includes women’s rights and a gender perspective as well as the right’s  
nutritional dimension. This argument is further developed in the volume’s 
final chapter.
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CHALLENGES LOOKING FORWARD

This chapter introduced the message that the concepts, frameworks, and 
system of human rights in general, and of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition in particular, are of an evolutive nature. We have focused 
in particular on the growing role and participation of public interest civil 
society in addressing the constant need to update the legal and conceptual 
frameworks of human rights to meet the gaps of protection that are gener-
ated by rights holders’ realities. This process has surely not finished and 
indeed our presentation is at best rudimentary. Many recent and contempo-
rary initiatives, beyond the scope of this chapter, are changing the landscape 
of human rights; most reflect or respond to the escalating struggle between 
liberal trade policy and the human rights framework for adequate food and 
nutrition. These include but are certainly not limited to (a) the powerful 
field of extra-territorial obligations that extend state duties to the activi-
ties of its constituents beyond a state’s geographic border, (b) the Optional 
Protocol to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (UN General Assembly 2009) that came into force in 2013 and that 
provides recourse to the international human rights system for rights vio-
lation complaints by individuals and groups, and (c) vociferous disagree-
ment over the legitimacy of the public-private partnership (PPP) approach. 
This latter PPP argument is waged, for example, by maternal, infant, and 
young child advocates who see a conflict of interest when corporate viola-
tors of international regulatory codes on marketing infant and young child 
nutrition and food substitutes are invited to participate in decision-making 
on the same public nutrition and food policy themes (Gupta 2012; IBFAN 
2011, 2012; see also chapter 4 of this volume).

In the next chapter, we turn to the question of women’s food and nutri-
tion security status that drives this volume and introduce two disconnects 
that, we argue, frustrate the realization of a universal human right to ade-
quate food and nutrition in general, and women’s enjoyment of those rights, 
more particularly.

NOTES

1. In the 2012 edition of its yearly report The State of Food Insecurity in the 
World, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations 
(UN) reevaluated its estimates of food insecure persons back to 1990 (FAO, 
WFP, and IFAD 2012). The revised food insecurity figures rate the increase 
in hunger during 2007–2010, the period characterized by food price and 
economic crises, as less severe than originally estimated, and the amount of 
people who suffered from food insecurity in the 2010–12 time period at the 
global level as amounting to 868 million, less than the projections in excess 
of one billion (FAO and WFP 2010). These new calculations have led some to 
think that “the worries [about world hunger] may be overdone and so are the 
demands that accompany them” (J. P. 2012). Thomas Pogge (2008, 10–13) 
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gives a short but insightful analysis of how language, baselines, and targets 
used in the definition and measurement of poverty have been manipulated 
to portray more social progress than actual in reality. This leads to a level of 
uncertainty regarding the is accuracy of the present official statistics indicating 
improvements in global poverty and hunger.

2. The reform document of the Committee on World Food Security (CFS), when 
referring to small-scale food producers or smallholder farmers, includes also 
agriculture and food workers, artisanal fisherfolk, pastoralists, indigenous 
peoples, and the landless, with particular attention to women and youth (CFS 
2009, para. 11, ii; see also CFS 2012b, note 1).

3. For example, the 2002 Women, Peace, and Security study by the UN secretary 
general found that increasing violations of women rights constituted a reli-
able indicator of escalating intranational conflict (UN 2002). The secretary 
general’s 2009 report Women and Peace and Security identifies special needs 
of women associated with conflict escalation, prevention, resolution, and 
peace-building to include violations associated with sexual violence, security, 
and access to social services, access to political participation, and access to 
education (UN Security Council 2009). Empirical data drives findings linking 
gender discrimination and hunger in the IFPRI and Welthungerhilfe (Aid for 
World Hunger) Global Hunger Index (GHI; see von Grebmer et al. 2009).

4. As proposed by the CFS in its 2012 report, Coming to Terms with Terminol-
ogy, we adopt the term “food and nutrition security” to best express “a single 
integrated development goal to help guide policy and programmatic action 
effectively” (CFS 2012a, 2).

5. Public interest civil society can engage powerful political agency to realize 
human rights. However, not all civil society organizations (CSOs), and par-
ticularly not all non-governmental organizations (NGOs), represent a free and 
engaged public interest aligned with a human rights-based framework. Some 
NGOs prevail with corporate backing serving as a functional arm of large 
industrial holdings and their investors (see also chapter 4 of this volume), as 
opposed to a public interest civil society organization. Other NGOs may be 
dedicated to civil society, but do not use a human right–based approach, even 
in cases when they may claim to (Windfuhr 1998, 7; Jenderedjian and Bellows 
forthcoming). These latter may, for example, approach support from a charity 
rather than a human rights-based perspective that emphasizes empowerment, 
participation, transparency, and other principles introduced in this chapter.

6. The government of a country that has voluntarily consented, by means of 
ratification or accession, to be legally bound by an international treaty, and 
for which this treaty is in force, is called a state party to the respective treaty 
(see UN 1969).

7. The UDHR contains thirty articles. The first five and last three had few politi-
cal overtones at the time of inception, and focused on the universal dignity of 
the person, on her/his rights to life, on liberty and freedom from slavery and 
torture, on the responsibilities of rights holders to their communities, and the 
obligation to uphold respect for the human rights accorded to others. The 
remainder of the UDHR articles are divided into the political and civil rights 
championed by the geopolitical West (articles 6–21), and the economic, social, 
and cultural rights promoted by the East (articles 22–27; see UN General 
Assembly 1948).

8. On the issuance of two separate treaties, A. Eide and Rosas (2001, 3) write, 
“[w]hen the United Nations Commission on Human Rights had completed 
its work on the Declaration and started to draft conventions on human rights 
which would be legally binding on the states ratifying them, the Commis-
sion split on the question of whether there should be one or two covenants. 
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The question was turned over to the General Assembly, which, in a resolution 
adopted in 1950, emphasized the interdependence of all categories of human 
rights and called upon the Commission to adopt a single convention. The next 
year, however, the Western states were able to reverse the decision, asking the 
Commission to divide the rights contained in the UDHR into two separate 
international covenants, one on civil and political rights (CCPR) and the other 
on economic, social and cultural rights (CESCR).” See also A. Eide (2001).

 9. Florence Brewer Boeckel (1929, 237) writes, “An International Committee of 
Women led by Miss Doris Stevens, Chairman of the Committee on International 
Action of the [US] National Woman’s Party, and Mrs. Jane Norman Smith, 
Chairman of the Council of the same organization, accompanied by representa-
tive women of Latin American countries, attended the [1928] Conference to 
present their demand, that the countries in the Pan American Union, by treaty, 
accord the women of this hemisphere equal rights with men. This was the first 
time in history that women had sought to obtain equality by means of an inter-
national treaty. As a result, also for the first time, women were given an oppor-
tunity to address the Conference on this subject. Later their request for a special 
committee of women to deal with laws affecting women, was granted by the 
adoption of [a] resolution.”

10. At the 1933 OAS conference, the failed ERA was only signed by Cuba, Ecuador, 
Paraguay, and Uruguay. For more information, please see Benedek (2012, 175) 
or visit the website of the OAS (OAS 2013).

11. In 1972, the ERA was again presented to, and accepted by, the US House of 
Representatives and the Senate, and then sent to the state legislatures for rati-
fication. The deadline for ratification expired on 30 June 1982. After ten years 
of a polarizing debate, the United States again failed to adopt the ERA into its 
constitution.

12. At the time of this writing, the Convention of Belém do Pará has been signed by 
all member states to the OAS, with exception of Canada and the United States, 
a total of thirty-two states. It entered into force in 1995 (CIDH 2010).

13. The 2011 Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Vio-
lence against Women (also known as Istanbul Convention; see Council of 
Europe 2011) is another prominent, but more recent regional advance in the 
protection of women against violence (OAS and Council of Europe 2014).

14. Article 3 of the Maria da Penha Law reads,

Women are ensured the conditions for the effective exercise of the rights to 
life, security, health, food, education, culture, housing, access justice, sport, 
leisure, work, citizenship, freedom, dignity, respect and family and com-
munity living. (Special Secretariat for Women’s Policies [Brazil] 2006, 10)

15. For a detailed legal analysis of ICESCR article 11, please see, for example, 
Alston (1984, 166 ff.).

16. ICESCR article 11 went through the drafting committee relatively quickly 
due to FAO’s direct involvement in the article drafting process (Alston 1984, 
165–66).

17. As of April 2014, the Committee has issued a total of twenty-one general com-
ments (OHCHR 2014).

18. The CESCR first contemplated the idea of adopting an optional protocol to the 
ICESCR in 1990 during its fifth session (see Arambulo 1999).

19. To verify the most current state of ratification of the optional protocol to the 
ICESCR, visit the UN Treaty Collection website (UN 2013a).

20. Established originally in 1974 as an intergovernmental body, the CFS had the 
mandate “to serve as a forum in the United Nations System for review and 
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follow-up of policies concerning world food security including production and 
physical and economic access to food” (FAO 2013a).

21. Several CESCR general comments that followed General Comment 12 on the 
Right to Adequate Food also addressed the right to adequate food and nutri-
tion, including General Comment 14 on the Highest Attainable Standard of 
Health (CESCR 2000), General Comment 15 on the Right to Water (CESCR 
2003), General Comment 18 on the Right to Work (CESCR 2006), General  
Comment 19 on the Right to Social Security (CESCR 2008), and General Com-
ment 20 on Non-Discrimination in Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 
(CESCR 2009; see also Valente and Suárez Franco 2010, 453).

22. In the context of the privatization of water, see, for example, Bakker (2007); 
Mehta, Veldwisch, and Franco (2012); as well as Shiva (2002). In the context 
of seeds, see Goodmann (2009), ICFFA (2006), and Shiva (2001, esp. chap. 
6 “Can Seed be Owned?”). For a discussion of the diverse impacts of (trans)
national commercial land transactions and land speculation (“large-scale land 
acquisition” or “landgrabbing”) on poverty and food and nutrition insecurity, 
see, for example, Borras (2013), Borras and Franco (2010a, 2010b, 2012), De 
Schutter (2011), Li (2011), and the 2013 special issue of the journal Globaliza-
tions on Land Grabbing and Global Governance, among many other contribu-
tions available on the issue.

23. For more information on the extraterritorial dimension of human rights, see 
the Maastricht Principles on Extraterritorial Obligations of States in the Area 
of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (Maastricht University and ICJ 2011). 
See also Coomans and Künnemann (2012), De Schutter et al. (2012), and 
Künnemann (2013, 2014).

24. Institutionalization of civil society participation in the design and implementa-
tion of the right to adequate food and nutrition includes the centralization of a 
civil society role in the extended development of national framework laws on 
the right to adequate food and nutrition, as well as in the establishment of goals, 
monitoring, and recourse procedures (see CESCR 1999, para. 29).

25. For more information on the HRC special session on the 2008 world food crisis, 
visit the News and Events website of the UN Office of the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights (OHCHR; OHCHR 2008a).

26. The special rapporteur on the right to food is required to submit a report at 
the annual sessions of the CHR (until March 2006) and of the HRC (from 
June 2006 on) and a report to the General Assembly on his or her activities, 
themes identified, and studies undertaken (CHR 2000). These reports can be 
retrieved from the OHCHR website at http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Food/
Pages/Annual.aspx (last accessed 28 January 2015). Additionally, these official 
reports, as well as other briefing notes and documents, can be retrieved from the 
private websites of the two former special rapporteurs. Please go to http://www.
righttofood.org/publications/un-reports/ (last accessed 28 January 2015) for 
Jean Ziegler’s reports and http://www.srfood.org/en/documents (last accessed 
28 January 2015) for Olivier De Schutter’s documents. At this time of writing, a 
website for the current special rapporteur, Hilal Elver, has not yet been created.

27. Although in past publications we have also referred to the “human rights–based 
approach,” we now employ this terminology with extreme care, having found 
its use light and leaving margin for abuse as states and non-state actors selec-
tively pick and choose what they want from the “approach.”

28. Officially set up in 2003, the International Planning Committee for Food Sov-
ereignty (IPC) is the only international network that aggregates globally large 
CSOs and NGOs, representing together hundreds of millions of food producers, 
whose goal is to play an active role in global governance and accountability in 
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order to support the ability of governments to protect the interests of small food 
producers and consumers. The IPC broadens the scope of political negotiation 
for civil society within FAO, through the participation of new social actors in 
decision-making, as well as through the inclusion of their contents, methodolo-
gies, and militancy, thereby establishing an effective democracy (TNI 2014).

29. Instead of “stakeholders”, we prefer the term “actors” or “constituencies” due 
to a tendency of the corporate private sector to adopt “stakeholder” status 
allowing it to appear to participate on equal footing with public interest civil 
society when instead it sometimes overpowers the political realm.

30. The Group of Eight (G8), the governments of eight of the world’s wealthi-
est countries, includes Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States, with the European Union also repre-
sented as observer. The Group of Twenty Finance Ministers and Central Bank 
Governors (G20) is a group of the key national finance actors (ministers and 
governors) from the twenty major national economies, that is, from nineteen 
countries and the European Union. The countries include Australia, Japan, 
South Africa, France, Turkey, the United States, Saudi Arabia, Russia, Mexico, 
South Korea, China, Canada, Italy, Indonesia, India, Germany, the United 
Kingdom, Brazil, and Argentina. Finally, the Group of Seventy-Seven (G77) 
was established in Geneva on 15 June 1964 by seventy-seven countries sig-
natories of the Joint Declaration of the Seventy-Seven Developing Countries 
Made at the Conclusions of the United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (Group of Seventy-Seven 1964). In the meantime, the number 
of countries members of the G77 has increased to 133; however, the original 
name has been retained “due to its historic significance” (Group of Seventy-
Seven 2014).

31. For the period of 2013–15, the thirteen state members of the CFS bureau are 
Netherlands (chair), Afghanistan, Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Congo, France, 
Pakistan, Philippines, Sudan, Switzerland, Uganda, and United States. The 
fourteen CFS advisory group members for the same period are as follows: (a) 
six UN bodies: FAO, World Food Programme (WFP), International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD), the special rapporteur on the right to food, 
HLTF on the Global Food Security Crisis, and UN Standing Committee on 
Nutrition (SCN); (b) four CSOs/NGOs: World Forum of Fish Harvesters & 
Fish Workers (WFHFF), Mouvement International de la Jeunesse Agricole 
(MIJARC), Indigenous Caucus (ICAZA), and World Alliance of Mobile Indig-
enous Peoples (WAMIP); (c) one international agricultural research body: Con-
sultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) Consortium; 
(d) one international financial and trade institution: World Bank; and (e) two 
private sector/philanthropic foundations: Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 
and International Agri-Food Network (IAFN). For this and more information 
on the previous bureau, please visit the website of the CFS at http://www.fao.
org/cfs/cfs-home/cfs-about/cfs-members/en/ (last accessed February 2, 2015).

32. The CFS Contact Group consisted of three male and one female representatives 
from Le Réseau des Organizations Paysannes et de Producteurs de l’Afrique de 
l’Ouest (ROPPA), the International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty 
(IPC), Oxfam International, and the Mouvement International de la Jeunesse 
Agricole et Rurale Catholique (MIJARC; Duncan and Barling 2012, 155).

33. The CFS reform document (CFS 2009, para. 11(i)) provides for the engagement 
of the UN special rapporteur on the right to food and of the OHCHR in the 
work of the CFS. The former special rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier 
De Schutter, participated very actively in the process of revitalizing the CFS and 
submitted various comments on the GSF. The documents are available on De 
Schutter’s website (De Schutter 2014).
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34. At the time of writing, the CFS adopted, at its fortieth session in October 2013, 
a second version of the GSF. The main addition of this amended document 
relates to recommendations to “[s]tates, international and regional organiza-
tions and all other appropriate stakeholders” on the issue of social protection 
for food security and nutrition (CFS 2013, 32).

35. The first version of the GSF states,

Accountability for commitments and for results is crucial, especially for 
advancing the progressive realization of the right to adequate food, and 
it is noted that those countries making the greatest progress on food secu-
rity and nutrition are those that have demonstrated the greatest political 
will, with a strong political and financial commitment that is open and 
transparent to all stakeholders. Objectives to be monitored should include 
nutritional outcomes, right to food indicators, agricultural sector perfor-
mance, progress towards achievement of the MDGs, particularly MDG1, 
and regionally agreed targets. (CFS 2012b, para. 92)

36. Formerly the Right to Food Accountability program coordinator at FIAN Inter-
national, Heidelberg, as of February 2015 Martin Wopold-Bosien serves as 
chair of the Civil Society Mechanism (CSM) to the Committee on World Food 
Security (CSM).
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2 Gender, Nutrition, and the Right to 
Adequate Food
Introducing Two Structural 
Disconnects and the Human Rights 
Processes Necessary to Address Them

Anne C. Bellows and María Daniela 
Núñez Burbano de Lara

INTRODUCTION

Why, when so many call for the inclusion of women and a gender per-
spective in food and nutrition security, is the food and nutrition security 
status of women and girls still not improving? The thesis of this volume 
is grounded upon the combined authors’ broad discussion and practical 
actions that addressed women’s continued exclusion from food and nutri-
tion equity. This experience isolated two structural “disconnects” that frus-
trate advocacy for, as well as theoretical explanation of, the development 
of necessary policy and analysis to improve gender-based inequalities in 
achieving the human right to adequate food and nutrition. Chapter 2 of 
this volume introduces these two disconnects that, we argue, frustrate the 
potential of positive change in women’s access to the right to adequate food 
and nutrition. The disconnects are foundational to the analyses developed 
in depth in chapter 3 “Violence and Women’s Participation in the Right to 
Adequate Food and Nutrition,” chapter 4 “Maternal, Infant, and Young 
Child Feeding: Intertwined Subjectivities and Corporate Accountability,” 
and chapter 5 “Sustainable Food Systems, Gender, and Participation: Fore-
grounding Women in the Context of the Right to Adequate Food and Nutri-
tion” of this volume. Chapter 6, “Closing Protection Gaps through a More 
Comprehensive Conceptual Framework for the Human Right to Adequate 
Food and Nutrition,” returns to the disconnects, providing a vision for pro-
gressive action and research moving forward.

The first disconnect describes the structural isolation of women’s rights 
from the human right to adequate food and nutrition. The second disconnect 
reflects upon the separation of nutrition from the human right to adequate 
food and its attachment to medicalized health interventions. As elaborated 
later, this disconnect eclipses women’s autonomy and self-determination 
through contemporary emphases on industrial scale food production and 
the rapid commercialization and globalization of medical nutrition prod-
ucts. These two disconnects encumber not only women but also all members 
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of society whose sovereignty over their own and their communities’ welfare 
in general, and enjoyment of the right to adequate food and nutrition in 
particular, are closely intertwined with women’s rights, autonomy, and self-
determination. In the spirit of the introduction to the evolutive character of 
human rights in chapter 1 of this volume, this chapter outlines the ongoing 
project of improving universal and interdependent objectives of the human 
right to adequate food and nutrition.

DISCONNECT ONE: THE STRUCTURAL ISOLATION OF 
WOMEN’S RIGHTS FROM THE HUMAN RIGHT TO ADEQUATE 
FOOD AND NUTRITION

The structural isolation of women’s rights from the human right to ade-
quate food and nutrition frustrates women’s capacity as rights holders to 
claim this right for themselves, their families, and their communities, and 
to hold governments accountable for related violations. The disconnect at 
the policy level derives, on the one hand, from the invisibility of women 
as self-determining beings with regard to the right to adequate food and 
nutrition within the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR; 
UN General Assembly 1948) and its legally binding counterpart, the 1966 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR; 
UN General Assembly 1966), and, on the other hand, from the omission of 
women’s right to adequate food and nutrition in the 1979 Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW; 
UN General Assembly 1979). The absence of women’s agency with respect 
to food and nutrition is reified in the effective instrumentalization of women 
as passive feeders of infants in the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC; UN General Assembly 1989). Important steps to remedy these 
flaws have been initiated at the United Nations (UN) level, including the 
2008 study written by Isabella Rae and published by the Food and Agri-
culture Organization (FAO), Women and the Right to Food: International 
Law and State Practice. As shall be discussed, however, there is more to do, 
including looking closely at some institutional reforms that may in fact con-
tribute to sociocultural patterns of patronization and gender discrimination. 
The static trend of women’s greater experience with hunger and food and 
nutrition insecurity surely makes clear that policies, as well as culture, have 
not caught up to the ideals inherent in human rights legal reforms to date.

Invisibility of Women’s Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition 
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR)

In its opening preamble, the 1948 UDHR recognizes that “the inherent dig-
nity and . . . equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family 
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is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world” (UN General 
Assembly 1948, preamble). The core principle of non-discrimination and 
equality is established at the beginning of the UDHR text, “[a]ll human 
beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights” (UN General Assem-
bly 1948, art. 1) and “[e]veryone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms 
set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, 
colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social 
origin, property, birth or other status” (UN General Assembly 1948, art. 2). 
Nevertheless, article 25 on the right of everyone to an adequate standard of 
living, including food, clothing, housing, medical care, and social services, 
conflates the rights of men, women, and children and then erases the indi-
viduality and dignity of women and children by ordinating the flow of rights 
through a (presumed) male head of the family household. The rights holder 
is identified in the expression “of himself and of his family,” never giving 
name to females of any age, nor to male children, nor possibly to adult 
males who have not achieved “male head of household” status.

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health 
and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, 
housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to 
security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, 
old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control. 
(UN General Assembly 1948, art. 25.1; emphasis added)

Sixteen years later, the foundational treaty document for the right to 
adequate food and nutrition, the 1966 ICESCR, followed suit. The ICESCR 
provides for the exercise and enjoyment of economic, social, and cultural 
rights without discrimination of any kind (UN General Assembly 1966, 
art. 2.2), and with the obligation “to ensure the equal rights of men and 
women” to all rights set forth in the covenant (UN General Assembly 1966, 
art. 3). Yet once again, with the right to adequate food and nutrition mar-
ginally expanded in the ICESCR under article 11, one sees reproduced the 
patronizing formulation of the UDHR that insists upon a patriarchal head 
of household, eliding women’s and children’s personhood thereunder.

The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of 
everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, 
including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous 
improvement of living conditions. (UN General Assembly 1966, art. 
11.1; emphasis added)

As it stands, the ICESCR renders women, children, and possibly non-
dominant males as economically, socially, and culturally invisible with 
respect to a right to adequate food and nutrition (cf. Bellows 2003), com-
promising their standing as rights holders with the capability of presenting 
claims to and demanding accountability from the state.1
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 61

In 1999, more than thirty years after the adoption of the ICESCR, 
the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(CESCR) issued General Comment 12 on the Right to Adequate Food (here-
inafter, General Comment 12; CESCR 1999b). General Comment 12 pro-
vides an extensive interpretation of the two short paragraphs comprising 
article 11 of the ICESCR.2 Among other critical issues addressed in Gen-
eral Comment 12, the opening paragraph acknowledges the inherent gen-
der discrimination in the 1966 language, noting that the right to adequate 
food and nutrition “applies to everyone; thus the reference in article 11.1 
to ‘himself and his family’ does not imply any limitation upon the applica-
bility of this right to individuals or to female-headed households” (CESCR 
1999b, para. 1). Paragraph 6 reemphasizes the human rights characteristic 
of universality, stating that the human right to adequate food and nutrition 
applies to “every man, woman and child, alone or in community with oth-
ers.” General Comment 12 makes clear that the social gender and family 
norms of 1948 and 1966 and the resulting legal construction of men orga-
nizing the lives of women and children are archaic and will not be carried 
forward in UN language. General Comment 12, paragraph 26, presses fur-
ther, by stating:

The strategy should give particular attention to the need to prevent dis-
crimination in access to food or resources for food. This should include: 
guarantees of full and equal access to economic resources, particularly 
for women, including the right to inheritance and the ownership of land 
and other property, credit, natural resources and appropriate technol-
ogy; measures to respect and protect self-employment and work which 
provides a remuneration ensuring a decent living for wage earners and 
their families (as stipulated in article 7 (a) (ii) of the Covenant); main-
taining registries on rights in land (including forests). (CESCR 1999b, 
para. 26; emphasis added)

Further, in 2005, CESCR General Comment 16 on The Equal Right of 
Men and Women to the Enjoyment of All Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (hereinafter, General Comment 16; CESCR 2005) reiterated wom-
en’s right to “access to or control over means of food production” and 
additionally, that “customary practices under which women are not allowed 
to eat until the men are fully fed, or are only allowed less nutritious food” 
must be addressed (CESCR 2005, para. 28).3

The arc of this volume and the focus of this and forthcoming chapters 
are, however, dedicated to the observation that ongoing gender discrimina-
tion and patriarchal presumption narrate the social conditions that perpetu-
ate the greater collective challenge that women continue to face in achieving 
food and nutrition security. The disavowal in General Comment 12 of the 
language of ICESCR article 11.1 in no way suffices as summary declaration 
that discrimination against women is overcome. Rather, it brings attention 
to the shape and reality of discrimination that women today still confront.
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62 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

Omission of Women’s Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition 
in the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)

The intention of the 1979 CEDAW was to protect women with respect to 
interference with any and all of women’s human rights. Yet the drafters 
overlooked the inclusion of women’s right to adequate food and nutrition. 
In part II (UN General Assembly 1979, arts. 7–9), CEDAW devotes great 
attention to civil and political rights associated with voting and political 
and public participation. Part IV (UN General Assembly 1979, arts. 15, 16) 
addresses judicial rights and protections, including the right to citizenship, 
property ownership, and rights in marriage and parenthood. Among the 
economic, social, and cultural rights outlined in articles 10 to 14, CEDAW 
stresses education, social security and employment, health care, economic 
and social activities, and the particular rights of rural women (UN General 
Assembly 1979, arts. 10–14). The convention does not, however, incorpo-
rate language addressing women’s right to adequate food and nutrition (see 
also chapter 3 of this volume).

CEDAW references the terms “food” and “nutrition” in three places. 
First, the preamble notes that “in situations of poverty women have the least 
access to food, health, education, training and opportunities for employ-
ment and other needs” (UN General Assembly 1979, preamble; empha-
sis added). The CEDAW preamble describes conditions of discrimination 
against women, making clear that “women” is not a homogenous group; 
they experience discrimination differently, for example, the poor often more 
acutely than their counterparts. The preamble is, however, descriptive; it 
does not contain the substance of the rights articulated in the parties’ actual 
agreement. The embedded concern about poor women’s access to food is 
not transposed into a formal right to adequate food and nutrition in the 
treaty document.

Second, CEDAW article 12.2 describes states parties’ obligations for 
women “in connection with pregnancy, confinement and the post-natal 
period, granting free services where necessary, as well as adequate nutrition 
during pregnancy and lactation” (UN General Assembly 1979, art. 12.2; 
emphasis added). Article 12.2 enshrines the concept of a human right to 
adequate nutrition, but limits it to pregnant and breastfeeding women; it is 
not presented as a universal human right. As written in 1979, article 12.2 
is selectively attuned to women’s biological or essentialist capacity to have 
children. At the expense of all women (and girls), article 12.2 addresses only 
a time limited stage of physical maternal connection to a fetus, infant, or 
young child.

Finally, under article 14 dedicated to rural women, CEDAW protects 
women’s rights to farm-related resources, including “credit and loans, mar-
keting facilities, appropriate technology and equal treatment in land and 
agrarian reform as well as in land resettlement schemes” (UN General 
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 63

Assembly 1979, art. 14.2(g)), and to living conditions, for example, with 
respect to housing, sanitation, and water (UN General Assembly 1979, art. 
14.2(h)). Article 14 addresses rural women and rural women’s work and 
has been linked to women’s right to adequate food and nutrition by the for-
mer UN special rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De Schutter (HRC 
2012a), the Human Rights Council Advisory Committee (HRC 2012b), 
and others (e.g., ESCR-Net and IWRAW Asia Pacific 2013, 14). Article 14 
makes, however, no reference to food or nutrition, provoking FIAN Inter-
national et al. (2013a, b) to call for explicit recognition of the relationship 
between women’s rights and the human right to adequate food and nutri-
tion. Article 14 focuses on the means to expand gender equality in rural 
work. While this certainly can be argued to constitute part of a right to ade-
quate food and nutrition, it just as certainly does not embrace its entirety. 
Critically, CEDAW article 14 cannot serve as a replacement provision for 
the right to adequate food and nutrition because it specifically excludes 
urban and peri-urban women and because it concentrates on equality in 
rural work and does not encompass access to food through non-rural work 
or non-food production means.

In an example of the need for greater harmonization between human 
rights instruments, CESCR General Comment 12 is clear that food produc-
tion is only one way to achieve food and nutrition security. Physical and 
economic access to adequate food and nutrition can be achieved in three 
ways: (a) through one’s own food production (including farming, gather-
ing, fishing, shepherding, etc.), (b) through access to paid work and the 
adequate resources with which to buy food, and (c) through access to social 
protection services (“special programmes”) whereby the state steps in under 
specific conditions of emergency or chronic need (CESCR 1999b, paras. 
12, 13).

CEDAW article 14 made great strides by addressing some of the specific 
needs of rural farm women; however, its limitations highlight the need for 
an unencumbered articulation of the right to adequate food and nutrition 
in CEDAW.

As in the case of the ICESCR, the human rights treaty body monitoring 
the implementation of CEDAW, the United Nations Committee on the Elim-
ination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW Committee), has devel-
oped interpretations to expand and sometimes to improve the language of 
the treaty. The CEDAW Committee’s 1999 interpretive General Recommen-
dation 24 on Women and Health (hereinafter, General Recommendation 
24; CEDAW Committee 1999) revisits CEDAW article 12 and strengthens 
it significantly by extending “the right to nutritional well-being” across 
women’s entire lives without regard to whether or not they have children:

The Committee notes that the full realization of women’s right to 
health can be achieved only when States parties fulfil their obligation 
to respect, protect and promote women’s fundamental human right to 
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64 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

nutritional well-being throughout their life span by means of a food 
supply that is safe, nutritious and adapted to local conditions. Towards 
this end, States parties should take steps to facilitate physical and eco-
nomic access to productive resources especially for rural women, and to 
otherwise ensure that the special nutritional needs of all women within 
their jurisdiction are met. (CEDAW Committee 1999, para. 7; emphasis 
added)

General Recommendation 24 was enormously progressive in 1999, 
already linking local food production, supply, and physical and economic 
access with safe and nutritious consumption over the life span. Although 
urban women are not specifically named, General Recommendation 24 
speaks of “all women within [states parties’] jurisdiction.” In some ways, it 
anticipates the divide between rights associated with food and production 
and rights to nutritional well-being and health (see discussion on this dis-
connect later in this chapter). However, General Recommendation 24 does 
not make the link between women’s right to adequate food and nutrition 
and the capacity of women to augment the well-being and realization of that 
right for women’s family members and their communities that depend upon 
women’s rights to self-determination and autonomy (cf. IFPRI 2005; Kent 
2002; Lemke, Bellows, and Heumann 2009; Lemke et al. 2003; Maxwell 
and Smith 1992; Smith and Hadad 2000; Quisumbing and Smith 2007). 
In other words, the objectives of human dignity and self-determination 
empower individual capability on behalf of others. An often overlooked 
characteristic of women’s right to adequate food and nutrition is that it 
includes their capacity to feed others (Van Esterik 1999). Further, as in the 
discussion of article 14 above, General Recommendation 24 beautifully, but 
exclusively, links women’s right to nutritional well-being to food produc-
tion alone, not to other processes of obtaining food and nutrition security, 
including through reimbursement from all forms of paid work and social 
protection.

The Instrumentalization and Patronization of Women’s  
Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition

The structural violence of discrimination, not vulnerability, disconnects and 
isolates women as well as other discriminated against groups from success-
fully achieving the human right to adequate food and nutrition (see chap-
ter 3 of this volume). Discrimination against women oppresses personal 
autonomy and self-determination and results, among others, in food and 
nutrition insecurity. Aid without attention to structural discrimination and 
other forms of human rights violations reinforces this oppression. In the 
words of chapter 1 of this volume in the context of states’ specific obliga-
tions to progressively realize the human right to adequate food and nutri-
tion, states are obliged to respect functioning forms of self-determination, 
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 65

to protect individuals and groups from third parties’ interference with that 
functioning self-determination, to facilitate support (including the availabil-
ity of adequate information on individuals’ and collective human rights and 
their claim mechanisms) to fulfill self-determination efforts, and lastly, to 
provide resources as necessary to fulfill needs beyond individuals’ and com-
munities’ capacities to care for themselves. The notion of women’s “vulner-
ability” dwells upon the exclusive and thus inappropriate application of the 
dimension of fulfill/provide at the expense of attention to the dimensions of 
respect, protect, and fulfill/facilitate of self-determination and autonomy.

Nutrition policy that focuses only on women when they are pregnant or 
lactating and girls as future mothers violates the totality of girls’ and wom-
en’s human rights over their life spans. These rights include women’s rights in  
reproductive health-related decisions such as partner choice and pregnancy, 
other economic rights such as education, housing, medical care, and fair 
access to work, and their right to be free from gender stereotypes such as the 
expectations that women provide household food production and prepara-
tion work. When nutrition policy becomes focused only on the physical 
demands of pregnancy and lactation, it aligns its purpose to “help” or a 
patronizing form of the fulfill/provide dimension of states’ human rights 
obligations. Such policy equates pregnancy and lactation and its narrow 
vision of the lives of women and girls with “vulnerability” and need, not 
coincidentally facilitating an entry for medicalized nutrition products and 
related marketing to address “the problem.” While doctors and public 
health professionals may individually specialize in maternal health and 
nutrition, nutrition public policy must be linked to broader strategies that 
respect and empower non-discriminatory and economically secure liveli-
hoods for all women and girls, and all men and boys. Nutrition policy must 
protect rights holders from overenthusiastic and sometimes predatory medi-
cal marketing, not open the door for it. And finally, nutrition policy must 
support and facilitate women’s own plans—whether aligned to or separate 
from market-based nutrition products—for their own, their families’, and 
their communities’ nutritional health.

The term “vulnerability” sits on a knife’s edge, defining the difference 
between many food security approaches and the human rights framework 
for adequate food and nutrition: the difference between charity bestowed 
and human rights claimed. Talk of vulnerability as “weakness,” “defense-
lessness,” “victimhood,” and “need,” instead of vulnerability as the conse-
quence of marginalization, injustice, and human rights violations leverages 
band-aid intervention programs to “help the weak” instead of wrestling the 
impenetrability of privileged groups whose power rests upon conditions of 
inequality. The Brazilian educator Paolo Freire writes, “the oppressed must 
be their own example in the struggle for their redemption” (Freire 1970, 
54) because they will wait in vain for acts of concession from the power-
ful. Nineteenth century social reformer and former escaped slave, Frederick 
Douglass, is often quoted for saying, “[p]ower concedes nothing without a 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



66 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

demand. . . . Find out what any people will quietly submit to and you have 
found out the exact measure of injustice and wrong which will be imposed 
upon them” (Douglass 1857, quoted in Foner 1999, 367). And as political 
philosopher Martha Nussbaum writes, “[g]ender justice cannot be success-
fully pursued without limiting male freedom[s],” like, for example, arbi-
trarily earning more than women or sexually harassing them (Nussbaum 
2011, 72). The discriminated against must lead in the development of their 
own strategies to address injustice. Such work arises from a position of 
capability and through an analysis of social power, not from help for “the 
vulnerable” and “the victims” (see also chapters 3 and 6 of this volume).

In terms of the language used in UN treaties most directly relevant to the 
human right to adequate food and nutrition, women are never described as 
vulnerable within the 1979 CEDAW, neither is any group defined in those 
terms within the 1966 ICESCR nor the 1989 CRC. However, in the longer 
articulations of the rights contained in these treaties found in general com-
ments and general recommendations issued by the respective human rights 
treaty bodies, populations facing greater violations are alternately called 
“vulnerable,” “marginalized,” and “disadvantaged,” or some combination 
of these terms.4 These designations by no means exclusively include women, 
or women and children, although sometimes women as a group are referred 
to as vulnerable or marginalized.5 While the practice of referring to discrimi-
nated against individuals and groups as vulnerable has gradually diminished 
in the general comments issued by the CESCR since 1999 (see tables 2.1 and 
2.2), other UN documents like the 2000 United Nations Millennium Decla-
ration (UN General Assembly 2000), the 2004 FAO Voluntary Guidelines 
to Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the 
Context of National Food Security (FAO 2005; hereinafter, Right to Food 
Guidelines), the 2012 FAO Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Gov-
ernance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National 
Food Security (FAO 2012; hereinafter, Voluntary Guidelines on Land, Fish-
eries and Forests Tenure), and the 2012 Global Strategic Framework for 
Food Security and Nutrition (GSF) of the Committee on World Food Secu-
rity (CFS; CFS 2012) continue its usage.6

We observe “vulnerability” often associated with pregnant and breast-
feeding women. Women’s nutritional status during maternity in general, and 
most specifically during pregnancy and breastfeeding, indeed warrants par-
ticular attention because of the heightened physical demands on the mother 
to gestate new life and produce food for it. In this particular moment, 
women physically manifest the most local of food systems: the most car-
ing, the best quality, and the most cost efficient and sustainable food and 
nutrition, where the food miles between producer and consumer are, so to 
speak, less than negligible. Calling pregnant and breastfeeding women “vul-
nerable” is a misnomer that can serve, if misused, to rob women of their 
capability and autonomy and becomes an avenue to patronize, commercial-
ize, and build dependency.7
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Table 2.1 List of general comments issued by the Committee on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (CESCR)

General comment
ICESCR 
article 

addressedNumber
Year of 
issuance Title

1 1989 Reporting by States Parties —
2 1990 International Technical Assistance Measures 22
3 1990 The Nature of States Parties Obligations 2, para. 1
4 1991 The Right to Adequate Housing 11, para. 1
5 1994 Persons with Disabilities —
6 1995 Economic, Social and Cultural Rights of Older 

Persons
—

7 1997 The Right to Adequate Housing (Forced 
Evictions)

11, para. 1

8 1997 Relationship between Economic Sanctions and 
Respect for ESC Rights

—

9 1998 The Domestic Application of the Covenant —
10 1998 The Role of National Human Rights 

Institutions in the Protection of Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights

—

11 1999 Plans of Action for Primary Education 14
12 1999 The Right to Adequate Food 11
13 1999 The Right to Education 13
14 2000 The Right to the Highest Attainable Standard  

of Health
12

15 2003 The Right to Water 11, 12
16 2005 The Equal Right of Men and Women to the 

Enjoyment of All Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights

3

17 2006 The Right of Everyone to Benefit from the 
Protection of the Moral and Material 
Interests Resulting from Any Scientific, 
Literary or Artistic Production of Which He 
or She Is the Author

15, para. 1(c)

18 2006 The Right to Work 6
19 2008 The Right to Social Security 9
20 2009 Non-Discrimination in Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights
2, para. 2

21 2009 Right of Everyone to Take Part in Cultural Life 15

Source: website of the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR) at http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/TBSearch.aspx?Lang=en& 
TreatyID=9&DocTypeID=11 (last accessed February 16, 2015).
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Table 2.2 References to individuals and groups of individuals facing human rights violations in 

CESCR  
General 
Comment1

  used to refer to discriminated against individuals and groups 

vulnerable  
(stand-alone)

vulnerable or 
disadvantaged

vulnerable and 
disadvantaged

vulnerable or 
marginalized

vulnerable and 
marginalized

No. 1 (1989) 3

No. 2 (1990a) 92

No. 3 (1990b) 12

No. 4 (1991) 13

No. 5 (1994) 9

No. 6 (1995) 17 173

No. 7 (1997a) 10,* 16

No. 8 (1997b) 4, 5, 6, 8, 10, 14, 15

No. 9 (1998a) 10

No. 10 (1998b)

No. 11 (1999a) 4

No. 12 (1999b) 13,4 28, 35, 38

No. 13 (1999c) 6(b)(i), 38

No. 14 (2000) 18 12(b),* 35,* 37, 40,
43(a, f), 52, 62, 65

No. 15 (2003) 13 12(c)(iii), 44(c), 59, 60 37(h)

No. 16 (2005)

No. 17 (2006a)

No. 18 (2006b)

No. 19 (2008)

No. 20 (2009a) 275

No. 21 (2009b)

1 Please see Table 2.1 for the full titles of the general comments.
2 “poor and vulnerable”
3 “vulnerable, marginal and unprotected”
4 “socially vulnerable” and “physically vulnerable”
5 “social groups that are vulnerable and have suffered and continue to suffer marginalization”
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organized according to relevant paragraphs in the General Comment

disadvantaged 
(stand-alone)

marginalized 
(stand-alone)

disadvantaged 
or marginalized

disadvantaged and 
marginalized

discriminated  
against

8(e), 19

25

13

16(e),* 26, 32, 53,* 55 16

12(b)7

277 37(b, f) 7*

13 15, 21* 218

21 18(b)(ii), 20, 34,  
39(d), 46

219

12(b)(i), 23,* 26,* 30,*
31(a, b, c), 36, 44,* 51

23, 28, 38, 51,  
59(b, e), 64, 68, 81, 83

38

23, 42, 50(b), 59, 68 22

6 “economically and socially marginalized”
7 “socially disadvantaged”
8 “poorest and most disadvantaged and marginalized”
9 “those subjected to discrimination”

general comments issued by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR)
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70 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

If women’s basic human rights are already violated through discrimina-
tion and other forms of structural violence, a woman brings in corpus to 
pregnancy the burden of human rights violations which compromise her 
own and her child’s well-being and nutritional health. Naming these women 
“vulnerable” suggests that it is the female condition of pregnancy and lac-
tation that leads to “weakness,” instead of identifying the human rights 
violations and their social determinants, such as discrimination, that create 
maternal, infant, and young child malnutrition. Subsequent chapters of this 
volume carry relevant examples.

The vulnerability label must not define pregnant and breastfeeding 
women. While they truly do have greater physical, psychological, economic, 
and social demands that include food and nutrition and that are essential to 
address, they also remain individuals with capabilities and dignity. Pregnant 
and lactating women require self-determination and autonomy with regard 
to the well-being of themselves and their offspring, especially in connection 
with the locus of mother-baby intertwined food and nutrition systems (see 
chapter 4 of this volume).

Yet, women’s nutritional status during maternity, and most specifically 
pregnancy and breastfeeding, demarcates institutional and programmatic 
attention to women’s right to adequate food and nutrition, whereby “special 
protection,” “appropriate care,” and “special measures and appropriate ser-
vices” frame states parties’ obligations under ICESCR, CRC, and CEDAW, 
respectively. Under the rubrics of “special protection . . . to mothers dur-
ing a reasonable period before and after childbirth” (UN General Assem-
bly 1966, art. 10.2) and “appropriate pre-natal and post-natal health care 
for mothers” (UN General Assembly 1989, art. 24.2(d)), women’s health is 
promoted with the primary objective of family, infant, and child well-being. 
Moreover, states parties are called upon to adopt “special measures . . . 
aimed at protecting maternity” which “shall not be considered discrimina-
tory” (UN General Assembly 1979, art. 4.2) and “ensure appropriate ser-
vices in connection with pregnancy, confinement and the post-natal period,” 
including adequate nutrition (UN General Assembly 1979, art. 12.1).

CEDAW articles 4.2 and 12.1 attracted sufficient attention that the 
CEDAW Committee found it necessary to elaborate upon the correct mean-
ing of these “special measures” as different from “help to the vulnerable,” 
and in 2004 issued General Recommendation 25 on Temporary Special Mea-
sures (hereinafter, General Recommendation 25; CEDAW Committee 2004):

The term “special”, though being in conformity with human rights 
discourse, also needs to be carefully explained. Its use sometimes casts 
women and other groups who are subject to discrimination as weak, vul-
nerable, and in need of extra or “special” measures in order to partici-
pate or compete in society. However, the real meaning of “special” in the 
formulation of [CEDAW] article 4, paragraph 1, is that the measures are 
designed to serve a specific goal. (CEDAW Committee 2004, para. 21)
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 71

Despite this clarification in General Recommendation 25, the singular 
attention to women’s right to adequate food and nutrition in the context of 
reproduction still collapses and instrumentalizes this right, and in the pro-
cess the very breadth and possibility of women’s experience.

Within the more accurately labelled “discriminated against” category, 
it is imperative that associated responses (e.g., special protection and mea-
sures) promote women’s autonomy and capability and do not engage in the 
inverse, that is, patronizing women by instrumentalizing “vulnerability” to 
deny self-determination and foster dependency. The goal is to enable wom-
en’s autonomy and participation in the development of self-determined, 
food and nutrition secure communities, wherein all persons can realize 
human rights over the life course. The avenue is to identify and overcome 
human rights violations that stand in the way.

***

In summary, we argue that there is a need to overcome the disconnect 
between the human right to adequate food and nutrition and the full spec-
trum of women’s human rights over the life span. To this end, each of the 
chapters in this volume presses for the evolution of international human 
rights instruments (e.g., ICESCR, CEDAW, CRC), frameworks (e.g., the 
current framework for the right to adequate food and nutrition), and related 
policy, as well as their integration at regional, national, and local levels. 
Harmonization of law, policies, and programs on the right to adequate food 
and nutrition of women as food producers and critical arbiters of house-
hold and community food and nutrition security requires addressing the 
role of the violences that perpetuate discrimination and facilitate patron-
izing approaches to “vulnerable” females (see chapter 3 of this volume). 
In the specific context of the mother and child intertwined subjectivities 
during pregnancy and lactation (see chapter 4 of this volume), human rights 
instruments need to reflect the balanced, independent, and yet still intercon-
nected rights. As we have contended in this section, discrimination cannot 
be equated with vulnerability; discrimination generates human rights viola-
tions. This distinction and correct understanding is critical to protect wom-
en’s, as well as men’s and children’s capacity to achieve and engender food 
and nutrition security, food sovereignty, and the realization of all human 
rights, from their own standpoints of autonomy and self-determination.

DISCONNECT TWO: THE STRUCTURAL ISOLATION OF 
NUTRITION FROM THE HUMAN RIGHT TO ADEQUATE FOOD

The second disconnect presents the structural isolation of nutrition from the 
human right to adequate food and how this disconnect interferes with the 
realization of women’s right to adequate food and nutrition. Our discussion 
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72 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

centers on a review of the separation of food production and nutrition in 
UN human rights instruments and proceeds to related public policy and pri-
vate sector engagement that places inordinate attention on food production 
and medicalizes the meaning and practice of nutrition (see also chapter 5 of 
this volume).8

Policy and research attention to food and separately to nutrition diverged 
early along lines demarcated in the 1966 ICESCR, the 1979 CEDAW, and 
the 1989 CRC (W. B. Eide 2005). “Food” attracted the attention of agri-
culturalists and agricultural economists seeking to boost production effi-
ciencies and to commoditize food for the sake of maximizing global scale 
trade potential. “Nutrition” was traditionally linked to health and focused 
on discrete population groups like children (especially infants and young 
children), pregnant and lactating women, seniors, and others. While some 
developments promoted wholesome nutrition and sustainable diets based 
on local food systems, nutrition products grew most prominently inside 
medical health markets. Industrial scale production and global circulation 
of food stuffs has been promoted with sufficient attention targeted nei-
ther to equitable distribution, access, and control over the means, meth-
ods, and production mode choices at the local level, nor to the nutritional 
and cultural adequacy of the produced and circulated food stuffs for the 
people consuming them. In other words, policy that identifies the answer 
to food insecurity in terms of “produce more” clearly overlooks the fact 
that steadily increasing production has not changed the demographics or 
geographies of hunger and malnutrition. Further, such policy is more inti-
mately linked to market-led and food price volatility prone solutions based 
on comparative advantage and agribusiness profit than on support for local 
food production initiatives, sovereignty, and autonomy. At the same time, 
a pharmaceutical-based approach to micronutrient supplementation of 
highly processed foods and food substitutes has obstructed needed empha-
sis on promoting equitable and affordable access to culturally adequate 
and high quality food in local food systems, including breastfeeding and 
appropriate complementary foods for infants and young children, as well 
as culturally adapted nutrition education for all genders and ages. We argue 
that policy attention for food and nutrition must apply the human rights 
framework and focus primarily on local and national food systems that are 
managed under an inclusive governance scheme, embracing and respecting 
women’s contribution to food and nutrition security, as well as people’s and 
food sovereignty.

As expounded on in chapter 6 of this volume, the immeasurable varia-
tions of food customs and traditions, their practices of discrimination not-
withstanding,9 provide defining contours of the culture of a community and 
even family. Millennia of trial and error have produced a wealth of crop-
ping, animal husbandry, and foraging knowledge that has established sus-
tainable livelihoods and durable customs. At the heart of local food systems 
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 73

is the rich life of commensality, how we feed and care for each other, which 
is eclipsed through the separated concentrations on large-scale food produc-
tion and medicalized nutrition. Food nurtures; food begins with healthy 
soils and seas and feeds into the physical and mental well-being of indi-
viduals and groups. Food defined identity and purpose support the will and 
capacity to claim the human right to adequate food and nutrition as an 
entitlement, never charity. This is the claim of people’s sovereignty in a food 
system, the resolve to interact as necessary with the global economic system 
from a position of autonomy instead of dependency in order to safeguard 
food and nutrition security.

Attention to Nutrition in the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), and the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC)

In the 1948 UDHR, food is referenced only one time as one of many aspects 
constituting the human right to an adequate standard of living (UN General 
Assembly 1948, art. 25(1); see also chapter 1 of this volume). Nutrition 
does not appear at all. In the 1966 ICESCR, nutrition is cited one time in 
article 11 which addresses the human right to an adequate standard of liv-
ing, including adequate food, clothing, and housing. Article 11.2(a) asserts 
that states parties shall,

improve methods of production, conservation and distribution of food 
by making full use of technical and scientific knowledge, by dissemi-
nating knowledge of the principles of nutrition and by developing or 
reforming agrarian systems in such a way as to achieve the most effi-
cient development and utilization of natural resources. (UN General 
Assembly 1966, art. 11.2(a); emphasis added)

“[D]isseminating knowledge of the principles of nutrition,” commonly 
known as nutrition education, is enumerated as one of the means to real-
ize a right to adequate food and nutrition. Nutrition education is, how-
ever, rarely delegated the task of linking food production and community 
nutritional health within the geography and culture of a local food system. 
Nutrition knowledge, like methods of food production, was conceived in 
this era of early outer space travel as a function of scientific discovery and 
technical competence. Industrial scale productivity, commoditization, and 
the dawn of globalized trade vastly overshadowed the waning field of home 
economics as well as the dawning grassroots environmental movement and 
evolution of alternative local food production models. “Principles of nutri-
tion” easily subsumed the late nineteenth and twentieth century discipline 
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74 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

of home economics that arguably both colluded in defining women’s role 
as dependent consumers outside the paid workplace and, at the same time, 
disseminated cooking and other knowledge that augmented women’s capa-
bility and autonomy to protect their families’ nutritional health by prepar-
ing what was available. In other words, home economics reinforced the 
structural discrimination of gender stereotyping at the same time that it 
empowered women within the constraints of their gender role.

The science of nutrition became increasingly linked to the patronizing 
wisdom of the centralized state in the geopolitical East and to the market 
driven economy in the West. Local knowledge, especially that controlled by 
women, was demeaned. Neither the East nor West strove for local politi-
cal and economic autonomy and capacity, what Amartya Sen (1985) called 
“capability” (see also Agarwal, Humphries, and Robeyns 2006; Nussbaum 
2011; Nussbaum and Sen 1993).10 For the centrist state governance model 
supported by the ideological leader of economic, social, and cultural rights, 
the former Soviet Union, self-determination through a food and nutrition 
systems model that linked local food production and nutritional health 
would probably have seemed dangerously independent and suspiciously 
close to political and civic self-rule. From the opposite ideological vantage 
point and with the United States as flagship, the goal of equitable living 
standards (in the context of the human rights to food, nutrition, and health, 
among others) would most likely have appeared inconsistent with the mar-
ket mechanism of supply and demand, consumer loyalty and dependence, 
and promotion of international trade.

The right of everyone to be free from hunger (UN General Assembly 
1966, art. 11.2) is a fundamental but also a minimal right; it constitutes a 
“subnorm” and “should be seen only as the first step toward realization 
of the primary norm” (Alston 1984, 167). Freedom from hunger implies a 
government’s obligation to address rudimentary quantity needs. It is with 
the adoption of CEDAW in 1979 and CRC in 1989 that nutrition as a 
human right is introduced into the UN treaty language. However, this first 
conception of a right to nutrition does not devise it as a universal human 
right, but rather a selective and discontinuous right available through arti-
cles 12 of CEDAW and 24 of CRC, which are designed to promote the right 
to the highest attainable standard of health of infants and young children, 
women who are their mothers during the period of pregnancy and breast-
feeding, and also older children through age seventeen (UN General Assem-
bly 1979, art. 12.2; 1989, arts. 24.2(c), (e)). UN treaty language has not 
been expanded to embrace the nutritional needs and rights of adult men in 
general or of women who are not pregnant or breastfeeding, reducing the 
human right to adequate food and nutrition to only some of its dimensions 
(see chapter 4 of this volume for further discussion).

The right to nutrition is linked in these articles to the promotion of the 
right to the highest attainable standard of health. The frames of anti-hunger 
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 75

and improved and sustainable food availability and access are obscure or 
completely absent. CEDAW article 12.2 reads:

States Parties shall ensure to women appropriate services in connec-
tion with pregnancy, confinement and the post-natal period, granting 
free services where necessary, as well as adequate nutrition during preg-
nancy and lactation. (UN General Assembly 1979, art. 12.2; emphasis 
added)

Likewise, the CRC lays out the right of children of all ages (0–17) to the 
provision of adequate nutritious food in the context of primary health care 
(UN General Assembly 1989, art. 24.2(c)). This construction erases adult 
men and women. It further fails to link the right to nutrition to food sys-
tems, opening nutrition to pharmaceutical cooptation.

States Parties . . . shall take appropriate measures . . . [t]o 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 foods and 
clean drinking-water, taking into consideration the dangers and risks 
of environmental pollution. (UN General Assembly 1989, art. 24.2(c); 
emphasis added)

Article 24.2(e) of the CRC seeks to secure universal access to nutrition 
education, although the focus of this education is infants and young chil-
dren, not the learners themselves.

States Parties . . . shall take appropriate measures . . . [t]o ensure that 
all segments of society, in particular parents and children, are informed, 
have access to education and are supported in the use of basic knowl-
edge of child health and nutrition, the advantages of breastfeeding, 
hygiene and environmental sanitation and the prevention of accidents. 
(UN General Assembly 1989, art. 24.2(e); emphasis added)

For the development of the 1989 CRC, the United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) defined and promoted the right to nutrition as the combi-
nation of access to food, health, and care as necessary components to ensure 
adequate nutrition to children (Jonsson 1981; see also UNICEF 1998, 20, 
24; Windfuhr 1998, 8). According to Jonsson (1993; 1996), UNICEF con-
sciously selected the formulation of “a right of the child to nutrition” over 
“a child’s right to adequate food” because the former recognized a more 
complex construction to alimentation needs than guaranteed by food pro-
duction alone. However, the outcome of this choice was the separation of 
child nutrition from a local food systems approach, leaving it more greatly 
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76 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

exposed to the introduction of “formulated” foods and growing reliance on 
the industry that produces them.

The CRC consciously anchors nutrition in the right of children of all 
ages to an adequate standard of living in article 27, and, therefore, to their 
“physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development” (UN General 
Assembly 1989, art. 27.1), noting further that this right to nutrition is sub-
ject to social protection measures of direct material assistance and support 
programs (UN General Assembly 1989, art. 27.3).

States Parties, in accordance with national conditions and within their 
means, shall take appropriate measures to assist parents and others 
responsible for the child to implement this right and shall in case of 
need provide material assistance and support programmes, particularly 
with regard to nutrition, clothing and housing. (UN General Assembly 
1989, art. 24.3; emphasis added)

The CRC places the right of children to nutrition under the same umbrella 
as the ICESCR does with the right of everyone to food and to be free from 
hunger, namely under the umbrella of the right to an adequate standard of 
living, and explicitly provides for social protection measures that are part 
of states parties obligations under ICESCR to fulfill/provide (see chapters 1 
and 6 of this volume and previous mention in this chapter). The CRC misses 
the opportunity to link nutrition to the breadth of what the adequate stan-
dard of living encompasses, including food production and the four pillars 
of food security: adequacy, access, utilization, and sustainability.

The 1989 CRC’s inclusion of nutrition in article 27 and its unequivocal 
identification of breastfeeding as best food practice for infants and young 
children in article 24 is a groundbreaking expansion of the ICESCR’s 
right to adequate food and nutrition scope. Nevertheless, and linking this 
analysis back to the first disconnect presented earlier in this chapter, the 
right of children to nutrition is introduced through an instrumentalization 
of women as the physical conduit of healthy children through pregnancy 
and breastfeeding (see also chapter 4 of this volume). A more thorough 
evolution of the human right to adequate food and nutrition demands 
attention to the development of the capabilities to demand respect, self- 
determination, and the protection of food and nutrition security for all. 
While the CRC links nutrition to a child’s physical, mental, spiritual, 
moral, and social development, a still more holistic approach would 
require the care, competence, and well-being of adults around them who 
manage children’s access to food and nutrition security. A local food sys-
tems approach needs local governance that foregrounds the leadership 
and participation of those who feed, especially under conditions of mar-
ket unpredictability and various emergency conditions (see chapters 4 and 
5 of this volume). In the case of infants and young children, this is par-
ticularly, although certainly not exclusively, women. In the case of older 
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 77

children, both girls and boys, young people need to learn about and be 
empowered to participate in the inclusive and non-discriminatory gover-
nance of their local food systems.

Representing a major change since the 1966 ICESCR, nutrition was 
incorporated into a late twentieth century regional human rights instrument 
as a component of the right to food (sic; not adequate food): article 12 of the 
1988 Additional Protocol to the [1969] American Convention on Human 
Rights in the Area of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (hereinafter, 
Protocol of San Salvador; OAS 1988). The Protocol of San Salvador reaf-
firmed “within the framework of [American hemisphere] democratic insti-
tutions, a system of personal liberty and social justice based on respect for 
the essential rights of man [sic]” (OAS 1988, preamble).11 Article 12 on the 
right to food reads:

1. Everyone has the right to adequate nutrition which guarantees the 
possibility of enjoying the highest level of physical, emotional and in-
tellectual development.

2. In order to promote the exercise of this right and eradicate malnutri-
tion, the States Parties undertake to improve methods of production, 
supply and distribution of food, and to this end, agree to promote 
greater international cooperation in support of the relevant national 
policies. (OAS 1988, art. 12; emphasis added)

Article 12 of the Protocol of San Salvador encompasses here both the 
universal right to adequate nutrition (art. 12.1) and the ICESCR-based 
state obligation to address production, supply, and distribution of food 
(art. 12.2). In other words, this regional treaty enhances the project of 
bringing food and nutrition under one human rights, food systems-based 
umbrella.

The previously discussed 1999 CESCR General Comment 12 also links 
food and nutrition; however, the scope of this expansion is narrow. General 
Comment 12 reflects upon the existence of hunger and malnutrition not-
ing that “[e]very State is obliged to ensure for everyone under its jurisdic-
tion access to the minimum essential food which is sufficient, nutritionally 
adequate and safe, to ensure their freedom from hunger” (CESCR 1999b, 
para. 14; emphasis added) and that the obligations to strive for “food and 
nutrition security for all” should be contextualized in national legislation 
(CESCR 1999b, para. 21; emphasis added). Although nutrition and food 
are explicitly mentioned together in both paragraphs 14 and 21, General 
Comment 12, like the Protocol of San Salvador, does not yet develop nutri-
tion within food systems, nor self-determination with inclusive food gov-
ernance in the right to adequate food and nutrition framework (see also 
chapter 6 of this volume).

In 2000, the CESCR issued General Comment 14 on the Right to the 
Highest Attainable Standard of Health (hereinafter, General Comment 
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78 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

14; CESCR 2000). General Comment 14 identifies food and nutrition 
as part of the underlying social determinants of health (CESCR 2000, 
para. 4). In paragraph 27, with particular reference to indigenous peo-
ples, General Comment 14 integrates food and nutrition in a profoundly 
new paradigm grounded beyond individual rights in groups’ cultures, the 
vitality of their collectives, and the way human relationships with the 
environment and each other shape food, nutrition, and health. We quote 
at length:

States should provide resources for indigenous peoples to design, deliver 
and control such services so that they may enjoy the highest attainable 
standard of physical and mental health. The vital medicinal plants, ani-
mals and minerals necessary to the full enjoyment of health of indig-
enous peoples should also be protected. The Committee notes that, in 
indigenous communities, the health of the individual is often linked to 
the health of the society as a whole and has a collective dimension. In 
this respect, the Committee considers that development-related activi-
ties that lead to the displacement of indigenous peoples against their 
will from their traditional territories and environment, denying them 
their sources of nutrition and breaking their symbiotic relationship with 
their lands, has a deleterious effect on their health. (CESCR 2000, para. 
27; emphasis added)

Paragraph 27 lays critical groundwork from which to build a more holis-
tic understanding of the human right to adequate food and nutrition. Gen-
eral Comment 14 reflects upon the specific cultural situation of indigenous 
peoples in terms of their interrelationship with the physical landscape, the 
diverse fruits of the land, human health, and cultural well-being. It is this 
interrelationship that is crucial to the idea of self-determination, dignity, and 
people’s sovereignty in active local food systems and food economies. Gen-
eral Comment 14 presents a new frame of the right to adequate food and 
nutrition, but paradigmatically, it is only ascribed to indigenous peoples. 
Perhaps it was easier in General Comment 14 to absorb this new holistic 
outlook by “naturalizing” it to a social “other,” that is, indigenous peoples. 
The idea, however, is relevant not only to those identified as indigenous 
individuals and communities but to all human beings. Indeed, we propose 
that against the negotiated and ordered rights to use land, relationships with 
land and culture are relevant to the realization of the right to adequate food 
and nutrition for all. Just as nutrition must be the right of all people, not 
just children and pregnant and breastfeeding women, so too must the vision 
of paragraph 27 in General Comment 14 be universalized to expand the 
human right to adequate food and nutrition to self-determination in food 
systems, where leadership and participation include and represent commu-
nities’ most marginalized constituents.
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 79

In 2004, FAO member states adopted the aforementioned Right to Food 
Guidelines to recommend actions for governments to progressively real-
ize the right to adequate food and nutrition, including implementations 
and monitoring. Guideline 10 integrates and expands upon progress in 
incorporating nutrition in the right to adequate food by addressing dietary 
diversity, availability, and sustainability (FAO 2005, guideline 10.1); nutri-
tion education (FAO 2005, guideline 10.2); inclusive participation and 
non-discrimination, in particular with respect to women and girls (FAO 
2005, guidelines 10.3, 10.8, 10.10); promotion of best feeding practices 
for infants and young children centered on breastfeeding (FAO 2005, 
guidelines 10.5, 10.6); the intersection of the right to adequate food and 
nutrition with the right to health, education, and sanitary infrastructure to 
promote intersectoral collaboration (FAO 2005, guideline 10.7); and the 
vital part of culture in dietary and eating patterns (FAO 2005, guidelines 
10.9, 10.10).12

The Right to Food Guidelines suggests how governments can promote 
the right to adequate food, including nutrition. Whereas there is notable 
reference to the connection between food and culture, nowhere is there an 
expression of the sensitive relationship between land, people, and sustain-
able food systems that General Comment 14 offers (at least for indigenous 
peoples). The Right to Food Guidelines additionally does not articulate an 
express connection between food systems, inclusive participatory food gov-
ernance, and food and nutrition policy. Without a food systems and local 
governance analysis, efforts for governments to comply with and rights 
holders to claim a right to adequate food and nutrition more easily remain 
compartmentalized in separate production and nutrition policy silos.

Since the endorsement of the Right to Food Guidelines, attention to the 
integration of food and nutrition has grown considerably, particularly with 
the reform of the CFS housed at the FAO. The 2009 CFS reform document 
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. 
The four pillars of food security are availability, access, utilization and 
stability. The nutritional dimension is integral to the concept of food 
security and to the work of CFS. (CFS 2009, 1)

The aforementioned Global Strategic Framework for Food Security and 
Nutrition (GSF; CFS 2012, 2013, 2014) is a document created by govern-
ments within the CFS in cooperation with a wide range of constituencies, 
including public interest civil society and the (corporate) private sector, and 
approved by the CFS plenary of governments. Although legally non-binding, 
the GSF is built upon “existing frameworks, guidelines and coordination 
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80 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

processes at all levels” (CFS 2013, 6), including legally binding international 
human rights instruments (cf. CFS 2013, 14), in order to merge them into 
one living document and process designed to be flexible enough to embrace 
and incorporate the evolutive character of human rights (FAO 2013, 6–7). 
The purpose is to “provide an overarching framework and a single refer-
ence document with practical guidance on core recommendations for food 
security and nutrition strategies, policies and actions validated by the wide 
ownership, participation and consultation afforded by the CFS” (CFS 2013, 
5).13 States, in exchange with interested constituencies, should “ensure that 
agricultural policies and public investment give priority to food production 
and improving levels of nutrition, especially of the most vulnerable popula-
tions, and increase the resilience of local and traditional food systems and 
biodiversity [including for] . . . sustainable smallholder food production” 
(CFS 2013, 17).

As discussed at greater length elsewhere in the volume (see chapters 1, 5, 
and 6), global food governance efforts struggle between the human rights 
framework that foregrounds people’s food sovereignty and market-based 
approaches that seek to maximize food production and financial returns of 
global trade. The CFS houses and the GSF as a living document reflects those 
struggles. At a moment, therefore, when nutrition and food appear to be 
more linked, conflicts over how nutrition and food are connected increase.

Despite the holistic and indivisible nature of human rights, the two sepa-
rate constructions are (a) the right to adequate food as the need to improve 
quantity of supply, without due attention to the related adequacy of the 
food or the ability of communities and nations to become food sovereign, 
and (b) the right to nutrition as the selective right of children and preg-
nant and lactating women to nutritional health. These constructions have 
impeded the incorporation of nutrition into local food sovereignty and 
systems approaches, especially as concerns maternal, infant, and young 
child feeding, and further facilitated its domination by the medical nutri-
tion industry. Of course, we recognize and applaud the great strides that 
the inclusion of nutrition under the right to adequate food umbrella has 
made since the 1948 UDHR and the 1966 ICESCR through the behest of  
diverse social movements. However, much more needs to be done. Respect and  
consideration, protection, and promotion of the cultural knowledges  
and quotidian practices of nutrition need to be leveraged into institutional and  
policy strategies for food security. Individuals and groups must be able to 
define and claim the human right to adequate food and nutrition instead of 
receiving it as charity.

Noting that the majority, although by no means the entirety, of household 
and community oriented nutrition work is done by women, compounded 
by structural gender-based discrimination and violences against women, we 
argue and elaborate further in the next section that nutrition is devalued 
and patronized by production oriented and medicalized approaches to food 
security and health.
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 81

Overemphasis on Food Production and the  
Medicalization of Nutrition

The overemphasis on food production and the medicalization of nutri-
tion have unfolded in waves of policy changes, technical developments and 
market opportunities, and popular struggles to participate in the identifica-
tion and implementation of solutions for hunger and malnutrition. Since 
the 1960s, agricultural research and policy has focused on the concern that 
population growth could surpass the ability to supply sufficient food to 
meet people’s needs. This approach, labeled the “production paradigm” by 
Welch and Graham (1999, 2), was emphasized at the 1974 World Food 
Conference as the strategy to reduce global undernutrition rates through 
significantly increased investments in agricultural research that culminated 
in the development of green revolution technologies (Dangour, Kennedy, 
and Taylor 2013, 194; Welch and Graham 1999, 2; cf. HRC 2011, para. 
4). A decade later, a shift toward the “sustainability paradigm” (Welch and 
Graham 1999, 3) began to address the growing concerns about the detri-
mental environmental effects of agriculture, but still focused on improv-
ing productivity, albeit while preserving the natural resource base. During 
the 1980s and 1990s, the commoditization of food was sealed through the 
negotiation of the Agreement on Agriculture during the Uruguay Round 
(1986–1994) at the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). Con-
currently, micronutrient deficiency increasingly became recognized as a pub-
lic health concern as well, particularly in those countries in which green 
revolution technologies had been introduced (Welch and Graham 1999, 
1–2; Underwood 2000, referenced in Pinstrup-Andersen 2000, 353). This 
opened a door to the marketable pharmaceutical “fix” to chronic malnutri-
tion, heralding what we call the “micronutrient deficiency paradigm.” In 
response, the “food systems paradigm” evolved as “an agriculture which 
aims not only at productivity and sustainability, but also at better nutrition” 
(Welch and Graham 1999, 9). Beyond the food systems paradigm, research 
today on food production and nutrition increasingly addresses what we call 
the “governance paradigm,” that is, the shape of public decision-making as 
influenced by public, private, and civil society actors that participate in and 
prompt public policy on food and nutrition (see chapter 5 of this volume 
for further discussion on the disconnect of food production and nutrition).

Integrating nutritional goals into agricultural research and programming 
has progressed slowly since the early 1980s (Levin et al. 2003). The United 
Nations Administrative Committee on Co-ordination/Sub-Committee on 
Nutrition (ACC/SCN), together with the Consultative Group on Interna-
tional Agricultural Research (CGIAR), convened a first CGIAR-wide work-
shop on this issue in 1984 (Pinstrup-Andersen, Berg, and Forman 1984, 
1–2). The meeting was not successful, however, in foregrounding nutritional 
considerations into agricultural research which remained focused on pro-
duction technologies to solve hunger.14 Fifteen years passed before a second 
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CGIAR-wide workshop was convened in 1999 to follow-up nutrition-
related findings and recommendations made at the first conference (Bouis 
2000; Pinstrup-Andersen 2000, 355). Similarly, whereas in 1992 the FAO 
and the World Health Organization (WHO) jointly organized the first Inter-
national Conference on Nutrition (ICN) to foster an integrated nutrition 
and agriculture approach to research (FAO and WHO 1992, para. 9), actual 
work on malnutrition remained divided in separate medical and food pro-
duction tracks. At present, the appearance and rampant increase of pop-
ulation scale overweight, obesity, and related noncommunicable diseases 
(NCDs) concurrently with hunger and undernutrition in low, middle, and 
high income countries alike (WHO 2008) has brought back policy direc-
tion into question. The 2014 Second International Conference on Nutrition 
(ICN2) addressed this phenomenon known as “nutrition transition” with 
the aim to incorporate nutrition into agricultural programming and policy 
to enhance human well-being (Dangour et al. 2012, 224; Nugent 2011, 3; 
Fan, Pandya-Lorch, and Fritschel 2012, 1; World Bank 2007).

Proposed strategies to bridge the agriculture-nutritional health divide gen-
erally neglect the role and context of human dignity and self- determination 
in the endeavor of linking food production and nutrition on behalf of 
human well-being. They have failed to tackle the power imbalances that 
have directed or kept attention away from real, long-term solutions that 
strengthen community and national capacity to provide food and nutrition 
for its members and citizens through local and national sustainable food 
systems. In the case of ICN2, the conference failed to take into account the 
negative impact of the agroindustrial model, including its pursuit of large-
scale land acquisitions, commonly known as landgrabs, on human health, 
environments, and livelihoods. More specifically, ICN2 refused to recog-
nize these and other human rights violations that are faced by marginalized 
groups, especially low income women and all persons living in poverty, to 
be social determinants of malnutrition (Public Interest Civil Society Organi-
zations’ and Social Movements’ Forum 2014).

Inordinate Attention to Food Production

Inordinate attention to food production ignores population capability to 
access food that is adequate in quantity and quality, as well as nutrition 
as a function of food adequacy and access (cf. HRC 2011). Despite Sen’s 
empirical studies revealing that food and nutrition security is tied far less 
to the capacity to produce enough food for all than it is to the capabil-
ity of individuals and groups to establish democratically based entitlements 
(Sen 1981), the existence of world hunger and malnutrition continues to be 
addressed primarily through the Malthusian lens of uncontrolled and dan-
gerous population growth and the determined scientific and technological 
challenge of producing enough to feed it. The FAO projects that, by 2050, 
the world population will have increased by one third to 9.1 billion and will 
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 83

require an increase of food production of 70 percent, including a 74 percent 
increase in meat production (FAO 2009). These figures carry assumptions 
that the global population growth will be mostly in the developing world 
and that this new population will be richer, more urban, and will eat more 
meat. In addition to the 70 percent boost in food production, farmland will 
be pressed and expanded for ever increasing agrofuel yields. Overpopula-
tion, it is alleged, demands technological salvation.

We dispute neither the realities of population growth nor the adverse 
effects of climate change on some world regions. We question, however, 
the 2009 FAO study assumptions that of the 70 percent increase needed 
in food output, 80 percent should come from enhanced yields and 20 per-
cent from expanded arable lands, and further, that deregulated markets are 
necessary to promote trade and support for farmers who can operate at 
larger and higher technological scales (FAO 2009). Data show that from 
1960–2000, increases in food production have consistently outstripped 
population growth (HRC 2014, para. 10; see also Holt-Giménez 2012; 
Patel 2007; Sen 1999) and production surpluses have coexisted with food 
insecurity and malnutrition (Altieri and Rosset 1999; Poppendieck 2014). 
On the one hand, it is widely acknowledged that the technological develop-
ments that are termed the green revolution resulted in a boost in crop yields, 
enhanced incomes for some of the rural poor particularly in Asia, and an 
improvement, although slow, of the poverty and undernutrition status in 
both rural and urban areas through a decline in food prices (Berger 2003, 
referenced in Wahlqvist et al. 2012, 663; Kennedy and Bouis 1993; World 
Bank 2007). On the other hand, the green revolution led to significant envi-
ronmental problems through the overuse of pesticides and fertilizers, the 
substantial reduction of water tables due to the irrigation requirements of 
the introduced high yield varieties, and a process of land consolidation pri-
marily benefitting large holder farmers able to afford the necessary chemi-
cal inputs and agricultural machines. Many small-scale farmers were forced 
off of their lands to either become wage laborers or migrate to the cities 
(Lipton 1989; Rosegrant and Hazell 2001; Timmer 2000, all referenced  
in Wahlqvist et al. 2012, 663). As Wahlqvist et al. (2012, 663) put it,  
“[t]he success of the Green Revolution in Asia raised expectations that such 
dramatic increases in crop yields could be repeated . . . but, notwithstand-
ing the lives it must have saved, its legacy is a mixed one,” challenging 
“the principles of both sustainability and equity.” In fact, the lower food 
prices attributed to the green revolution reflect the non-inclusion of these 
and other ecological, health, and social costs of the expansion of this input 
intensive agroindustrial model.

As De Schutter writes in his final report to the HRC as special rapporteur 
on the right to food:

Any prescription to increase [crop] yields that ignores the need to 
transition to sustainable production and consumption, and to reduce 
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84 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

rural poverty, will not only be incomplete; it may also have damaging 
impacts, worsening the ecological crisis and widening the gap between 
different categories of food producers. (HRC 2014, para. 15)15

With specific reference to food and nutrition policy, the 2009 FAO 
report caps a long era starting with Reagan and Thatcher’s dismantling 
of less industrialized countries’ initiatives to retain or gain control over 
and put limits on the rapidly growing power of transnational corporations 
(TNCs; A. Eide 2005; Palmer 2009; Walton and Seddon 1994) and the 
encroachment on democratic governance by both national and transna-
tional businesses seeking to “partner” with governments (Lhotska, Bel-
lows, and Scherbaum 2012; Palmer 2009; Richter 2004; Schuftan and 
Holla 2012).

Since Sen (1981), many have observed the terrible irony that attention 
to increased food production is often focused on commodity exports rather 
than domestic consumption (e.g., Coomans and Künneman 2012; FAO 
2006; HRC 2014). As Wahlqvist et al. (2012, 663–4) claim, international 
trade can benefit local systems when they are “vulnerable to disruptions 
from natural disasters and other crises.” Under normal conditions, however, 
market imperfections, power asymmetries, and externalities are likely to 
disadvantage and suppress local production, leading to a vicious cycle of 
greater dependency on food imports and food aid, thus reinforcing conces-
sion to global markets.

The large-scale food production and related large-scale land acquisition 
focus on high macronutrient (especially grains) and luxury crops, as well as 
agrofuels for export. These production priorities challenge rural consumer 
ability to grow, access, or purchase a diversified and nutritious diet within 
local rural economies. Local communities, regions, and nations must retain 
capability to sustain themselves through local and regional resources when 
global markets, whose geographical commitments are guided by profit 
potential, fail to do so (Friedmann 1993; Lappé, Collins, and Rosset 1998; 
Madeley 2000; Magdoff, Bellamy Foster, and Buttel 2000; Palmer 2009; 
Shiva 1998, 2000).16 Complete loss of self-sufficiency capability threatens 
the food and nutrition security of the poorest food producers and consum-
ers, both urban and rural, and especially of the women among them. It can 
only be “rebuilt through long, difficult and costly efforts” (Mehmet 1999, 
referenced in Wahlqvist et al. 2012, 664).

Large-scale production efficiencies in fact lead to nutrition and other 
inefficiencies. Related farm operations are often dedicated to maximizing 
yield and are less efficient in terms of total calorie and nutrient output (in 
food) compared to total inputs (in the form of fossil energy and agrochemi-
cals). Dominant forms of intense grain-based animal production foster meat 
centered consumption, additionally contributing to diet-related chronic dis-
eases associated with diets both rich in lower priced, calorie dense, and 
nutrient poor foods and lacking in nutrient dense counterparts such as 
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 85

fruits, vegetables, and whole grains (Dangour et al. 2012, 224). The logic of 
production efficiencies, overproduction, and the production of nutritionally 
poor and calorie dense food is linked to the rise of multinational food retail-
ers who have been both responding to and creating new demands for profit-
able, low quality convenience foods, particularly among young consumers 
(Wahlqvist et al. 2012).

The Medicalization of Nutrition

This section introduces a theme that is expanded on in chapters 4, 5, and 
6 of this volume, namely the disconnect of food and nutrition from the 
vantage point of the pharmaceutical industry’s dedication to addressing 
micronutrient deficiency, particularly from the 1990s forward. The first 
part of our discussion of the food-nutrition disconnect argued that global 
agrifood interests pursue maximized commodity output without emphasis 
on or respect for food quality, adequacy, access, or community and national 
food culture and self-determination. This second part now presents the case 
that growth of the nutritional products market (i.e., nutrient supplemented, 
fortified, or enriched products) at the commodity scale has not been aligned 
with food systems approaches in general and food sovereignty in particular. 
In common, corporate food and nutrition interests patronize the authority 
of both non-industrial scale and non-market-based actors, including those 
who produce for their own consumption, women who breastfeed (excluding 
paid wet nurses), and those who barter or trade for and with food in locally 
based, direct markets. The heady promotion of industrialized nutrition 
products targets consumers, especially women consumers, without regard 
for them as human rights holders and autonomous governors of their own 
food and nutritional well-being.

Both the agribusiness and pharmaceutical sectors rely on the almost 
unassailable mantle of scientific expertise, technology, and marketplace effi-
ciency to promote their respective commodities. At the same time that basic 
research and technology advances on nutritional products emerged to service 
the “micronutrient deficiency paradigm” (mentioned earlier), maximizing 
commodity production was augmented with developments in agricultural 
biotechnology (Williams 2009; Lang 2006, unnumbered table). In the early 
paradigm stages, research and development efficiencies were sought in the 
commonalities of the two industrial streams. The new “agribiotech” field 
began with small start-up ventures that were consolidated in the 1990s by 
large life science companies seeking to integrate agricultural and medical 
applications of genetic engineering (Falkner 2009, 228, 245; Williams 2009).

The global trade in food and in pharmaceuticals, including processed 
food nutrients, began, however, to establish independent market streams 
later in the 1990s. From the mid-1990s onward, genetically modified crops 
began to attract significant popular disapproval, posing a growing threat to 
commercialization that similar research approaches in pharmaceuticals did 
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86 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

not experience. Falkner (2009, 228) reports that, anxious to avoid public 
resistance to the pharmaceuticals, the life sciences industry split apart previ-
ously entwined agricultural and medical research and production streams. 
A key example is the United Kingdom’s Astra and Sweden’s Zeneca, two 
large pharmaceutical firms with stakes in agribiotechnology that merged 
in December 1998 to form AstraZeneca. A year later, AstraZeneca and 
Novartis, the Swiss pharmaceuticals producer, both spun off respective 
agrichemical and agribiotechnological businesses and merged them to 
form Syngenta. In 2000, Monsanto and Pharmacia & Upjohn merged their 
pharmaceutical operations to create a separate company that focused more 
exclusively on agribiotechnology under the name of Monsanto (Falkner 
2009, 228).

Pharmaceutical interests aligned themselves with the food retail instead 
of the agricultural sector. Pharmaceutical and so-called “consumer packaged 
goods” (CPG) companies consolidated to sell dietary supplements through-
out the 1990s, with pharmaceutical companies like Warner- Lambert, Cen-
trum, and Bayer, and CPG companies such as Procter & Gamble, Nestlé, 
and Kraft launching and buying supplement product lines (Stephens 2013). 
Two kinds of micronutrient supplement products emerged. “Nutraceuti-
cals,” a term first coined in 1991 by the US Foundation for Innovation 
in Medicine (DeFelice 1991, cited in Kottke 1998, 1178) are composed of 
synthetic compounds rather than food or food derived ingredients.17 “Func-
tional foods,” a category of pharmaceutical production that originated in 
1988 with a Japanese soft drink containing dietary fiber, are manufactured 
food products, including snacks, meal accompaniments, and drinks that are 
“positioned in the market place for particular and identified physiological 
and health reasons” (Wahlqvist and Wattanapenpaiboon 2002, 1). Bound-
aries between nutraceuticals and functional foods have increasingly blurred 
and, in 1997, the Journal of Nutraceuticals, Functional and Medical Foods 
provided a research and industry platform to express future market direc-
tions to address the prevention and cure of micronutrient deficiency (Kottke 
1998, 1778).18 Globally marketed nutraceuticals and functional foods are 
generally highly processed foods made anywhere from commodities that 
can be sourced also from anywhere. Exceptions could conceivably include 
locally sourced and manufactured products, such as the ready-to-use-foods 
(RUFs) described below and expanded upon in chapter 4 of this volume. 
Nutraceuticals are, however, seldom linked to local food systems and even 
more rarely, if ever, under the purview of local or regional food governance 
systems.

The expansion of commercialized nutritional products and services is 
connected to medical nutrition, an academic field linked with clinical nutri-
tion counseling and therapy. Academically, the term medical nutrition has 
roots in the concept of medical nutrition therapy (MNT) which was initi-
ated in 1994 by the American Dietetic Association.19 MNT clarifies a two 
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 87

stage process to identify and engage specific nutritional services to treat ill-
ness, injury, or disease conditions including through the determination of 
(a) patient nutritional status and (b) “treatment, which includes nutrition 
therapy, counseling, and the use of specialized nutrition supplementations” 
(Green Pastors et al. 2002). In the commercial sector, medical nutrition is 
more directly connected to the development of nutrition supplements. The 
Medical Nutrition International Industry (MNI), an organization estab-
lished in 2006, states in its website that

MNI was founded by leading international companies in specialized 
medical nutrition [with t]he mission . . . to bring together companies 
that provide products and services to optimize patient outcome through 
specialized nutritional solutions

and that its goals are to

[b]uild an environment which promotes the transition of clinical nutri-
tion research into standard practice, and work with regulatory authori-
ties and scientific bodies to shape a regulatory and reimbursement 
framework which supports the health needs of patients throughout the 
world.20

In this statement, MNI clarifies its intent to legitimize members’ medical 
nutrition products for the global market with the imprimatur of academic 
research and government policy. To encourage research that benefits its 
industry members, MNI supports nutritional product development through 
an annual MNI Grant for the Best Initiative to Fight Malnutrition—so far 
granted exclusively to member organizations of the European Society for 
Clinical Nutrition and Metabolism (ESPEN).21 To gain public sector patron-
age, MNI strives to participate in public decision-making bodies in order to, 
among other things, participate in shaping a public policy framework that 
identifies industry nutritional products as part of a functional standard in 
clinical nutrition practice.

A clinical condition of injury or disease might very well make it neces-
sary to apply medical nutrition therapy to support the convalescence and, in 
some cases, even the survival of patients. However, the application of medi-
cal nutrition therapy has expanded from treating clinical needs of an indi-
vidual to a population-based response to treat chronic undernourishment, 
especially in less industrialized countries, as in the case of the extensive and 
inappropriate use of ready-to-use-foods (RUFs).

RUFs were first developed in the mid-1990s as ready-to-use therapeutic 
foods (RUTFs) for the treatment of severe acute malnutrition in the context 
of emergency and under close medical supervision. They could be clas-
sified either or both as a nutraceutical and a functional food. Acclaimed 
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by some as “one of the most successful examples of Functional Foods” 
(Asian Development Bank 2000, referred to in Wahlqvist and Wattana-
penpaiboon 2002, 6), RUTF applications have increasingly shifted toward 
commercial ready-to-use supplementary foods (RUSFs) for the prevention 
of malnutrition, marketed as nutrition boosters. As explained in detail in 
chapter 4 of this volume, this shift away from local food systems has been 
heavily criticized for providing very young children with energy dense and 
thus less healthy, highly processed, waste producing, and cash demanding 
snacks (“The Global Game Plan of Big Snack [Editorial]” 2011; Monteiro 
2010). Illustrative of the ongoing corporate promotion of RUTFs as the 
only legitimate malnutrition treatment, the summary report of session 4, 
panel 2 of the Preparatory Technical Meeting for the International Con-
ference on Nutrition (ICN2) exclusively addressing opportunities for the 
further expansion of the corporate approach of “[a]pplying value chain 
interventions to markets for more nutritious foods” (Henson and Hum-
phrey 2013, 2), reads:

Ready-to-Use Therapeutic Foods (RUTFs) are now widely used to 
treat severe acute malnutrition. The model developed by international 
organizations and national governments is based on tight control of 
production and public distribution. This model avoids many of the 
value chain challenges facing companies looking to market nutrition-
ally-enhanced products, including establishing the nutritional value of 
the product in the mind of the consumers, establishing new distribu-
tion channels, securing a sustainable finance model, certifying the qual-
ity of the product, eliminating or controlling opportunistic claims by 
low-cost imitators and ensuring affordability. (Henson and Humphrey 
2013, para. 10)

As described in the chapters throughout this volume, chronic malnutrition 
is a function of poverty, discrimination, and the denial of self- determination  
at the individual and community levels, conditions of human rights viola-
tions heavily tilted toward women, as well as children, rural food pro-
ducers, and the poor in general. Micronutrient supplementation will not 
satisfy these human rights violations that form the root cause of mal-
nutrition and hunger. Nutraceuticals and functional foods will not pro-
vide any more than the stop gap measure of a pill. Medicalized nutrition 
might ameliorate the metabolic disorder of an individual but it does not 
feed people sustainably, adequately, affordably, or accessibly over time. 
Because it does not address these criteria of well-functioning food and 
nutrition systems, the role of medical nutrition in the health needs of per-
sons throughout the world is highly questionable in the context of promot-
ing food and nutrition security. Even more importantly, medical nutrition 
does nothing to attend to the human rights violations, including gender 
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 89

discrimination, at the root of conditions of malnutrition and the intergen-
erational recycling of poverty. Governments’ human rights obligations call 
for their accountability to empower individuals and communities, not the 
corporate business sector.

Despite the lack of hard scientific support for the claimed health benefits 
of nutrient components alone or in combination “beyond the correction of 
deficiencies” (Wahlqvist and Wattanapenpaiboon 2002, 4), functional foods 
are being strongly promoted in rich and poor countries alike as a promis-
ing approach for addressing the increasing rates of overweight, obesity, and 
related NCDs (Garnett 2014, 12). Obesity and food-related diseases serve 
thus as an entry point for the food industry to exacerbate fear and manufac-
ture demand for health enhancing products to which it is “ideally placed to 
respond to” (Scrinis 2013, 4). With its “goal of optimizing your consump-
tion of beneficial nutrients” rather than “just avoiding the bad nutrients,” 
this increasingly dominant discourse requires that we “keep up with the 
latest nutrition research and expert advice if we are to identify the whole 
foods or processed ‘functional foods’ that deliver the desired health ben-
efits” (Scrinis 2013, 4).

Sometimes called “nutritionism,” medical—and medicalized—nutrition 
is a reductive process of transforming the wealth of food, that is, its links 
to land, water, and human traditions and relations, into foodstuffs as an 
avenue to deliver narrowly defined nutrient units to defined diseases without 
attention to dynamic relationships between food, the body, and the physical 
and social environment around us (Kimura 2013; Scrinis 2008, 2013; Pol-
lan 2008; Dixon and Banwell 2004). The good that medical nutrition seeks 
to do is further complicated by its alliance with industry that simultaneously 
blames, victimizes, and profits from those whose capability to demand their 
right to adequate food and nutrition and to feed others has been violated. 
Nutritionism, as well as the inordinate focus on agricultural productivities, 
obstructs attention to human rights, to food systems, and to culture and 
spirituality.

***

We have seen that medicalized nutrition and efforts to maximize agricul-
tural production developed different pathways in the late twentieth century. 
The field of biofortification—the process of genetically altering agricultural 
products to increase crop nutrient load for humans—represents one location 
where the research and marketing efforts for biotechnological innovation 
in agricultural production and medicalized nutrition are again coalescing. 
Similar to the aim of RUTFs’ distribution, biofortification aims at reaching 
“malnourished rural populations who may have limited access to diverse 
diets, supplements, and commercially fortified foods. Marketed surpluses of 
these crops may make their way into retail outlets, reaching consumers in 
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rural and eventually urban areas” (SCN 2014, 20; see also Wahlqvist et al. 
2012, 662; Bouis and Islam 2012). Mirroring the medicalized market frame 
of nutraceuticals and functional foods, the current promotion of biofortifi-
cation is viewed as “the most direct approach to increasing the relevance of 
agricultural research to nutrition” and with promises of high cost effective-
ness (Haddad 2000, 369; see also Meenakshi et al. 2010; Saltzman et al. 
2013).22

The corporate private sector may of course develop markets, including 
those based on agribiotechnology and medicalized nutrition products. The 
effects of these products may prove beneficial for human health and well-
being. The preeminence of commodified food and nutrition products how-
ever, cannot be presumed to be natural or best. As will be discussed in the 
following chapters of this volume, best food and nutrition choices and prac-
tices need to be established in accordance with local preferences and with 
respect to people’s and food sovereignty. What advances the human right 
to adequate food and nutrition of women and other marginalized groups 
in the context of their human rights in general over the life span constitutes 
best choice and practice; it will differ by location and according to different 
groups.

CONSTRUCTIVE PATHS FORWARD

As articulated with specific goals and recommendations here and at the end 
of each of the subsequent chapters of this volume, developing policy to meet 
progressive realization requires the definitive articulation of women’s human 
right to adequate food and nutrition in documents issued by UN human 
rights treaty bodies such as the CESCR, the CEDAW Committee, and the 
CRC Committee, as well as the CFS and others. Women’s human rights, the 
totality of them across the life cycle including their right to self-determina-
tion, must be embraced in order that progressive realization of the right to 
adequate food and nutrition be availed by any and all humans—women, 
men, infants, girls, and boys—as individuals and in communities. Most 
food security policies and programs identify women as the main provider 
of food and nutritional care for entire families. These policies and programs 
place additional responsibilities on women without calling for a just redis-
tribution of family and community-based care work, or calling the state, 
as primary duty bearer, to comply with its obligations to respect, protect, 
facilitate, and provide resources as necessary that are required to guarantee 
the realization of the right to adequate food and nutrition. Concurrently, 
food and nutrition policies and programs characterize women and girls 
as “vulnerable,” essentially patronizing them as weak without addressing 
discrimination and structural violence that deny agency to demand human 
rights, including the capacity to control partner choices and reproductive 
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 91

lives. Food and nutrition efforts must be reunited under a human rights 
umbrella where priority is placed on overcoming root causes of hunger and 
malnutrition. Self-determined, culturally imbued, and community-based 
autonomous food systems are the foundation of what is known as people’s 
and food sovereignty (see especially chapter 6 of this volume), the suppres-
sion of which fuels the market-based separation of food and nutrition. Peo-
ples’ and food sovereignty that foregrounds a full and lifecycle approach to 
women’s human rights is necessary both to counter the mesmerizing influ-
ence of industrial food and nutrition products and to bolster states’ political 
will to harness the coercive power of TNCs.

We close this chapter by underscoring attention to one general and three 
specific findings and recommendations.

• A reconnection of women’s rights and of nutrition with the human 
right to adequate food, as well as an embrace and the incorporation 
of a people’s and food sovereignty framework in food and nutrition 
policy, are critical for the achievement of the progressive realization of 
the human right to adequate food and nutrition. This general point is 
detailed at length in chapters 3 through 6 of this volume.

• The Organization of American States (OAS) 1988 Protocol of San Sal-
vador brings food and nutrition under one food systems-based, human 
right to adequate food and nutrition umbrella. We recommend con-
sideration of the Protocol of San Salvador as a model for replication 
at international and other regional levels with the proviso that spe-
cific language supporting women’s human rights to adequate food and 
nutrition be included. Among other venues for an enhanced replica-
tion of the Protocol of San Salvador, we urge the CEDAW Committee 
to consider the issuance of a General Recommendation on the Human 
Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition and Women. Additionally, at 
this writing, the CEDAW Committee is finalizing its General Recom-
mendation on Rural Women. We encourage the committee to consider 
inclusion of our holistic concept of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition.

• Respected and durable cultural traditions of commensality, gastron-
omy, and food-based identity (adjusted for gender and other forms of 
discrimination) represent a holistic social determinate of communi-
ties’ food and nutrition security; ideally, they help to unite food and 
nutrition in community practice and policy. The CESCR 2000 Gen-
eral Comment 14 on the Right to the Highest Attainable Standard 
of Health underlines attention to the social determinants of health, 
an approach that needs to be considered in the policy addressing the 
right to adequate food and nutrition. Further, General Comment 14 
develops exceptional food systems and cultural relevance language 
with respect to indigenous communities’ relationship to land, food, 
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health, and well-being. This excellent language needs to be digested, 
reconsidered, and reflected in the CESCR’s, the CEDAW Commit-
tee’s, and the CRC Committee’s concluding observations to states’ 
periodic reports, with respect to, among others, the right to self-
determination, food and nutrition security, and health, in all com-
munities and particularly for the most marginalized among them, 
especially women.

• The CFS 2012 Global Strategic Framework for Food Security and 
Nutrition (GSF) outlines global governance approaches for food and 
nutrition security prioritizing the human rights legal framework in a 
living document design. The CFS and its 2012 GSF stress women’s 
human rights and propose practical steps to realize gender equity in 
food and nutrition policy and practice. The CFS is currently the most 
democratic space for sharing diverse global experience and developing 
food and nutrition policy with a long-term development outlook (De 
Schutter 2014). States need to truly recognize, protect, and strengthen 
this popularly legitimated arena as the key political space where food 
and nutrition policy (such as that of the ICN2) is discussed and decided 
upon, instead of bypassing it—or tolerating and supporting it being 
bypassed—in order to safeguard only the interests of the corporate 
private sector.

NOTES

1. For a discussion of the concept of human capability or the capabilities 
approach, see Sen (1985); Nussbaum and Sen (1993); Agarwal, Humphries, 
and Robeyns (2006); and Nussbaum (2011).

2. Article 11 of the ICESCR reads:

1. The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of every-
one to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including 
adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement 
of living conditions. The States Parties will take appropriate steps to ensure 
the realization of this right, recognizing to this effect the essential impor-
tance of international co-operation based on free consent.

2. The States Parties to the present Covenant, recognizing the fundamen-
tal right of everyone to be free from hunger, shall take, individually and 
through international co-operation, the measures, including specific pro-
grammes, which are needed:

(a) To improve methods of production, conservation and distribution of 
food by making full use of technical and scientific knowledge, by dis-
seminating knowledge of the principles of nutrition and by developing 
or reforming agrarian systems in such a way as to achieve the most 
efficient development and utilization of natural resources;

(b) Taking into account the problems of both food-importing and food-
exporting countries, to ensure an equitable distribution of world food 
supplies in relation to need. (UN General Assembly 1966, art. 11)
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Introducing Two Structural Disconnects 93

3. Paragraph 28 of CESCR General Comment 16 also makes explicit reference 
to women’s access to land: “[i]mplementing [ICESCR] article 3 in relation 
to article 11(1) requires that women have a right to own, use or otherwise 
control housing, land and property on an equal basis with men, and to access 
necessary resources to do so” (CESCR 2005, para. 28; emphasis added).

4. A screening of the twenty-one CESCR general comments (as of February 2015) 
for the terms “vulnerable,” “disadvantaged,” “marginalized,” and “discrimi-
nated against” as label for discriminated against individuals and groups of 
individuals revealed the following (see also Table 2.2):

• The term “discriminated against” is only used in General Comment 5 on 
Persons with Disabilities (CESCR 1994; hereinafter General Comment 5), 
General Comment 21 on the Right of Everyone to Take Part in Cultural 
Life (CESCR 2009b), and General Comment 17 on the Right of Everyone 
to Benefit from the Protection of the Moral and Material Interests Result-
ing from any Scientific, Literary or Artistic Production of which He or 
She Is the Author (CESCR 2006a; hereinafter, General Comment 17). The 
first two prohibit discrimination of disabled workers (CESCR 1994, para. 
25) and discrimination of all persons on the grounds of culture (CESCR 
2009b, para. 22), respectively, rather than referring to specific individuals 
or groups; 2006 General Comment 17, however, does refer to “those sub-
jected to discrimination” (CESCR 2006a, para. 21).

• “Vulnerable” and “disadvantaged” are the preferred labels to refer to dis-
criminated against groups from the 1989 General Comment 1 on Report-
ing by States Parties (hereinafter, General Comment 1) to the issuance of 
General Comment 16 in 2005, except for the 1998 General Comment 10 
on The Role of National Human Rights Institutions in the Protection of 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which does not mention any of 
the terms “vulnerable,” “disadvantaged,” “marginalized,” or “discrimi-
nated;” see CESCR 1998b).

  In most cases, these terms are used as the stand-alone labels “vulnerable” 
(CESCR 1990b, para. 12; 1995, para. 17; 1997a, paras. 10, 16; 1997b, 
paras. 4, 5, 6, 8, 10, 14, 15; 1999a, para. 4; 1999b, paras. 13, 28, 35, 38; 
1999c, para. 6(b)(i), 38; 2000, para. 18; 2003, para. 13) or “disadvan-
taged” (CESCR 1991, paras. 8(e), 19; 1999c, paras. 16(e), 26, 32, 53, 55; 
2000, para. 12(b); 2003, para. 27; 2005, para. 13), but in some cases also 
as the two combinations “vulnerable or disadvantaged” (CESCR 1989, 
para. 3, emphasis added) and “vulnerable and disadvantaged” (CESCR 
1991, para. 13; 1994, para. 9; 1998a, para. 10, emphasis added).

• Although the description “marginal” is used in the 1995 General Comment 
6 on The Economic, Social and Cultural Rights of Older Persons, placing 
older persons “among the most vulnerable, marginal [sic] and unprotected 
groups” (CESCR 1995, para. 17), it is only with the issuance of General 
Comment 13 on the Right to Education (hereinafter, General Comment 13) 
in the year 1999 that a shift in language toward the concepts of marginal-
ization and discrimination starts to become visible. General Comment 13 
introduces the term “marginalized,” which becomes used in an increasingly 
systematic way in the following general comments, either as a stand-alone 
term (CESCR 1999c, para. 1; 2009a, paras. 27, 38) or in combination with 
“vulnerable” (CESCR 2000, paras. 12(b), 35, 37, 40, 43(a), (f), 52, 62, 65; 
2003, paras. 12(c)(iii), 37(h), 44(c)(ii), 59, 60).

• Most noteworthy is the almost complete discontinuation of the label 
“vulnerable” from the 2005 issuance of General Comment 16 (with 
the exception of paragraph 38 in the 2009 General Comment 20 on 
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94 Bellows and Núñez B. de L.

Non- Discrimination in Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, where “vul-
nerable” appears one last time in combination with “marginalized;” see 
CESCR 2009a, para 27). The language of CESCR general comments moves 
toward a combination of the terms “disadvantaged” and “marginalized,” 
initially with both conjunctions “and” (i.e., “disadvantaged and marginal-
ized”) and “or” (i.e., “disadvantaged or marginalized;” see CESCR 2003, 
paras. 7, 37(b), (f); 2005, paras. 15, 21; 2006a, paras. 21, 18(b)(ii), 20, 
34, 39(d), 46) and later with consistent reference to “disadvantaged and 
marginalized” (CESCR 2006b, paras. 12(b)(i), 23, 26, 30, 31, 36, 44, 51; 
2008, paras. 23, 28, 38, 51, 59(b), (e), 64, 68, 81, 83; 2009b, paras. 23, 
42, 50(b), 59, 68).

5. Women are in some cases explicitly included under one of these labels: in 
General Comment 7 on the Right to Adequate Housing: Forced Evictions in 
“vulnerable individuals and groups” (CESCR 1997a, para. 10), in General 
Comment 13 in “disadvantaged groups” (CESCR 1999c, paras. 16(e), 53), in 
General Comment 14 on the Right to Highest Attainable Standard of Health 
in “vulnerable or marginalized groups” (CESCR 2000, paras. 12(b), 35), in 
General Comment 15 on the Right to Water in “disadvantaged and marginal-
ized farmers” (CESCR 2003, para. 7), and in General Comment 16 in “poor-
est and most disadvantaged or marginalized men and women” (CESCR 2005, 
para. 21). From General Comment 17 on, women are no longer explicitly 
included within the disadvantaged and/or marginalized groups, except in 
General Comment 18 on the Right to Work, which mentions women as a 
separate cluster along with the “disadvantaged and marginalized” (CESCR 
2006b, paras. 23, 26, 30, 44).

   Inside the general recommendations issued by the CEDAW Committee, 
women are generally not treated as being vulnerable per se; these general rec-
ommendations regulate instead the conditions of those women being particu-
larly subjected to discrimination:

• Conditions that make women especially vulnerable to HIV infection in 
General Recommendation 15 on Women and AIDS (CEDAW Committee 
1990, (b))

• Women who are physically or mentally disabled in General Recommenda-
tion 18 on Disabled Women (CEDAW Committee 1991), General Recom-
mendation 24 on Women and Health (CEDAW Committee 1999, paras. 6, 
25; hereinafter, General Recommendation 24), and General Recommen-
dation 28 on The Core Obligations of States Parties under Article 2 of 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (hereinafter, General Recommendation 28; CEDAW Committee 
2010b, para. 31)

• Women in prostitution in General Recommendation 19 on Violence against 
Women (CEDAW Committee 1992, para. 15) and General Recommenda-
tion 24 (CEDAW Committee 1999, paras. 6, 18)

• Migrant women in General Recommendation 24 (CEDAW Committee 
1999, para. 6), General Recommendation 26 on Women Migrant Workers 
(CEDAW Committee 2008, esp. paras. 12, 19, 20, 22, 24(i)), and General 
Recommendation 28 (CEDAW Committee 2010b, para. 31)

• Women refugees in General Recommendation 24 (CEDAW Committee 
1999, para. 6) and General Recommendation 28 (CEDAW Committee 
2010b, para. 31)

• Internally displaced women in General Recommendation 24 (CEDAW 
Committee 1999, para. 6)
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• The girl child in General Recommendation 24 (CEDAW Committee 1999, 
paras. 6, 12(b)) and General Recommendation 28 (CEDAW Committee 
2010b, para. 21)

• Older women in General Recommendation 24 (CEDAW Committee 1999, 
para. 6), General Recommendation 27 on Older Women and Protection of 
their Human Rights (CEDAW Committee 2010a, esp. paras. 27, 49, 50), 
and General Recommendation 28 (CEDAW Committee 2010b, para. 31)

• Indigenous women in General Recommendation 24 (CEDAW Committee 
1999, para. 6)

• Female widows in General Recommendation 29 on Economic Conse-
quences of Marriage, Family Relations and their Dissolution (CEDAW 
Committee 2013, para. 49)

• Women deprived of their liberty, asylum seeking, stateless women, lesbian 
women, and women victims of trafficking in General Recommendation 28 
(CEDAW Committee 2010b, para. 31).

6. The use of the term “vulnerable” to describe discriminated against groups, and 
women in particular, is continued in other UN documents. For example, all 
of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) iterated in the 2000 United 
Nations Millennium Declaration target attention to vulnerable populations, 
including MDG 1 on extreme poverty and hunger, MDG 3 on gender equality 
and women’s empowerment, MDG 4 on child mortality, and MDG 5 on mater-
nal mortality (UN General Assembly 2000). Women, however, are not labeled 
“vulnerable” inside the United Nations Millennium Declaration; only children 
are mentioned explicitly as such (UN General Assembly 2000, paras. 2, 16), 
along with “all civilian populations that suffer disproportionately the conse-
quences of natural disasters, genocide, armed conflicts and other humanitarian 
emergencies” (para. 26). In the 2004 Right to Food Guidelines, women are 
mentioned along with but not inside “vulnerable, marginalized and traditionally 
disadvantaged groups” (FAO 2005, guideline 8.3). However, elsewhere the doc-
ument refers to “vulnerable groups, especially women, children and the elderly” 
(FAO 2005, guideline 17.5). The 2012 Voluntary Guidelines on Land, Fisher-
ies and Forests Tenure refers to women along with other groups in “women 
and men, youth and vulnerable and traditionally marginalized people” (FAO 
2012, guideline 3B.3), “women and the vulnerable” (FAO 2012, guideline 7.1), 
“women, the poor and vulnerable groups” (FAO 2012, guideline 17.3), and 
only includes widows inside the vulnerable groups in “the vulnerable, includ-
ing widows and orphans” (FAO 2012, guideline 25.6). The 2012 GSF includes 
women explicitly inside the vulnerable in “vulnerable categories of populations 
such as women and children” (CFS 2012, para. 44(j)), and “vulnerable groups, 
especially women, children and the elderly” (para. 75 (step six)).

7. For instance, as pursued in chapter 4 of this volume, the period of preg-
nancy and lactation attracts private sector interests that can profit by altering 
 breastfeeding-based mother/baby food systems through the introduction of 
non-traditional feeding cultures and products.

8. For an in-depth discussion on the disconnect between food production and 
nutrition at the level of scientific discourse, please see chapter 5 of this volume. 
Chapter 5 further elaborates on the different paradigms and theoretical frame-
works that developed as a result of this separation.

9. As noted in chapter 3 of this volume, we know that food practices sometimes 
reflect discrimination and prompt violence, as in the case of gender and age-
based food deprivation, to which purpose the CESCR has expressly stated in 
General Comment 14 that tradition and culture (including food traditions) 
may not trump or jeopardize human rights (CESCR 2000, para. 35).
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10. For a brief explanation of the concept of capability and how it is understood 
and used in the context of this volume’s chapters, please go to chapter 6, foot-
note 25.

11. As of July 2014, the Protocol of San Salvador has been signed, ratified, or 
acceded to by Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El 
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, 
Suriname, and Uruguay (see the website of the Department of International Law 
of the Organization of American States (OAS) at http://www.oas.org/juridico/
english/sigs/a-52.html; accessed July 16, 2014).

12. Beyond guideline 10 on nutrition, the theme of realizing women’s and girls’ right 
to adequate food and nutrition permeates the Right to Food Guidelines with 
regard to economic development policies (FAO 2005, guideline 2.5); national 
development strategies (FAO 2005, guidelines 3.5, 3.8, 3.9); legal frameworks 
(FAO 2005, guideline 7.4); access to resources, assets, and land in particular 
(FAO 2005, guidelines 8.3, 8.4, 8.6, 8.9, 8.10); education and awareness rais-
ing (FAO 2005, guidelines 11.2); support for vulnerable groups (FAO 2005, 
guideline 13.4); and monitoring, indicators, and benchmarks (FAO 2005, guide-
line 17.5). Although guideline 16.7 does not specify for gender or other vari-
ables, it calls for disaggregated data collection on behalf of early warning systems 
“to prevent or mitigate the effects of natural or human-made disasters.”

13. For more information on the incorporation of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition in the GSF, please go to chapter 1 of this volume.

14. As Pinstrup-Andersen (2000, 354–5) reflects back, “[t]he 1984 meeting was 
heavily influenced by the troubles experienced by the Centro Internacional de 
Mejoramiento de Maiz y Trigo (CIMMYT) in the development of quality pro-
tein maize (QPM), the first major effort by a CGIAR centre to breed for nutri-
tional quality.”

15. See also, as noted in HRC 2014, footnotes 18 and 19, French National Institute 
for Agricultural Research (INRA) and French Agricultural Research Centre for 
International Development (CIRAD; 2009), Wezel and Soldat (2009), Wise and 
Sundell (2013).

16. As a case in point, Sundaram (2010, cited in Wahlqvist et al. 2012, 663–4) 
reports that cheap imports of grain and rice have driven local farmers out of 
business in Mexico and the Philippines, respectively. What happens when both 
global and disrupted local markets fail to supply Mexican and Philippine com-
munities with the basic crops they need to survive?

17. In 1991, nutraceuticals were very broadly defined as “any object that may be 
considered a food or a part of food and provides medical or health benefits, 
including the prevention and treatment of disease” (DeFelice 1991, cited in 
Kottke 1998, 1178), ranging from isolated nutrients and dietary supplements to 
genetically engineered foods, herbal products, and processed foods (Andlauer 
and Fürst 2002, 172).

18. Some of the private organizations working on nutraceutical products include 
the American Nutraceutical Association, the Foundation for Innovative Medi-
cine, the American Herbal Products Association, and the Council for Respon-
sible Nutrition (Kottke 1998, 1178). The Journal of Nutraceuticals, Functional 
and Medical Foods is now called the Journal of Dietary Supplements.

19. The [United States] Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (until 2012 the Ameri-
can Dietetic Association) states on its website that “Medical Nutrition Therapy 
(MNT) is the legal definition of nutrition counseling provided by a registered 
dietitian,” and further that “[t]he application of medical nutrition therapy 
(MNT) and lifestyle counseling as a part of the Nutrition Care Process is an 
integral component of the medical treatment for managing specific disease states 
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and conditions. As such, it should be the initial step in the management of these 
situations.” For more information, please visit: http://www.eatright.org/Health-
Professionals/content.aspx?id=6442451339; accessed August 9, 2014.

20. These quotes were taken from the MNI webpage “About MNI and MNI Objec-
tives” (http://www.medicalnutritionindustry.com/about/; accessed August 9, 
2014). MNI members include Abbott Nutrition, Baxter, Braun, Fresenius Kabi, 
Nestlé Health Science, and Nutricia.

21. Past grantees include the Irish Society for Clinical Nutrition and Metabolism 
(IrSPEN) in 2013, the Greek Society for Clinical Nutrition and Metabolism 
(GRESPEN) in 2012, the Spanish Society for Parenteral and Enteral Nutri-
tion (SENPE) in 2011, the Dutch Society on Parenteral and Enteral Nutrition 
(NESPEN) in 2010, the Danish Association of Parenteral and Enteral Nutri-
tion (DAPEN) and The Danish National Board of Health in 2009, and the 
British Association for Parenteral and Enteral Nutrition (BAPEN) in 2008. 
For more information on the MNI annual grant, please visit the MNI website 
at http://www.medicalnutritionindustry.com/mni-grant/2014-grant; accessed 
August 9, 2014.

22. Prominent and debated examples of the implementation of biofortified crops 
are the introduction of vitamin A fortified rice (also known as golden rice) in 
the Philippines (Kimura 2013; Medina 2012; Solon 2000, 516) and orange-
fleshed sweet potato in Mozambique (Hagenimana and Low 2000; World Bank 
2007, 33–36). For further information on ongoing research and the introduc-
tion of biofortified crops and target countries by CGIAR centers, see, for exam-
ple, Bouis and Islam (2012) and the section entitled “Current Research by the 
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) Related 
to Human Nutrition” in the Food and Nutrition Bulletin “Special Issue on 
Improving Human Nutrition through Agriculture” (Bouis 2000).
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3 Violence and Women’s Participation 
in the Right to Adequate Food and 
Nutrition

Anne C. Bellows and Anna Jenderedjian

INTRODUCTION

Violence against women is an under-examined barrier to women’s right to 
adequate food and nutrition and their participation in development and 
food security strategies. This volume was introduced with the question: 
“When so many call for the inclusion of women and a gender perspective 
in food and nutrition security, why is the food and nutrition security sta-
tus of women and girls not improving?” Part of the answer is that vio-
lence impedes women from engaging in their own right to adequate food 
and nutrition and from acting on behalf of their families and communities 
to the full extent of their capabilities.1 Furthermore, this violence is rarely 
acknowledged or anticipated when attempting to address women’s particu-
lar over-representation among the food and nutrition insecure and to main-
stream them into right to adequate food and nutrition work.

Hunger and food insecurity is, in effect, a form of violence against adults 
and children. The human right to adequate food and nutrition is considered 
so basic that the United Nations (UN) special rapporteur on torture and 
other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment, Juan E. Mén-
dez, points out that forcibly withholding food in detention centers, prisons, 
or schools must be recognized—along with deprivation of water, clothing, 
health care, and minimum space—as torture or cruel, inhuman, and degrad-
ing treatment (HRC 2011a, para. 66; HRC 2011b).

Gender discrimination in public and private spheres is a primary form of 
violence to individual dignity and rights. Discrimination leverages tolerance 
for passive and active forms of violence. It persuades against, and reduces 
capacity to acknowledge and act upon the reality of physical and psycho-
logical violences. Silence on the topic of discrimination and related violence 
constitutes their de facto sanction. Ignoring the violence promoted by gender 
discrimination propagates a cultural institution of women’s “vulnerability” 
and their lack of self-determination in the domestic and public spheres that 
support and normalize violence. Violence limits women’s capacity to with-
stand unstable social and economic conditions, excludes them from avenues 
of judicial redress, and restricts their participation in civil society processes 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 109

of change. The political will to address violence against women has been 
uneven and often shallow. With the advent in 2011 of the reorganized UN 
Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women) 
office and the (former) leadership of the Chilean President Michelle Bach-
elet (2006–2010; since 2014), a new level of confrontation with the passive 
acceptance of violence against women began.2 Nevertheless, this attention 
has not, we argue, adequately addressed or incorporated food-related vio-
lence against women, thus limiting the scope of attention both to women’s 
rights and to the right to adequate food and nutrition.

This chapter begins with a discussion of violence as a constituent of the 
cycle of gender discrimination that frustrates women’s realization of the 
right to adequate food and nutrition. The second section of the chapter, 
“Violence and women’s right to adequate food and nutrition,” introduces 
the theory of structural and other forms of violence and reviews how struc-
tural violence reveals itself in food and nutrition practice. The third section, 
“Violence and women’s public participation,” opens the subject of violence 
as a barrier to women’s participation in public life. The fourth section, 
“Institutional and formal recognition of violence against women,” presents 
on the evolution of policy on violence against women at the international 
and national scales. The fifth section, “Women’s right to adequate food and 
nutrition: linking gender mainstreaming with approaches to address violence 
against women,” examines (a) gender mainstreaming as a strategy to move 
women into public life, but that may underestimate how structural violence 
hinders as much or more than it fosters women’s public participation and 
self-determination; and (b) other ways in which development organizations 
are trying to address violence against women. Finally, the section “Summary 
and recommendations” offers practical steps to address structural violence 
against women in various institutional and organizational settings.

Violence against Women and the Cycle of Gender Discrimination

Gender discrimination directly interferes with women’s and girls’ access 
to the right to adequate food and nutrition. This point was addressed by 
Olivier De Schutter, former UN special rapporteur on the right to food, in 
his 2012 report to the UN Human Rights Council (HRC), wherein he intro-
duces a cycle of discrimination that results in women’s compromised self-
determination within both family and society, hampering women’s access to 
decent work, productive resources, and social protection (HRC 2012b, 4).  
As seen in figure 3.1, the cycle of discrimination goes beyond the largely 
private space of the household to influence women’s experience in the more 
public spaces of employment and civic life. We argue that this cycle of dis-
empowerment entrenches itself across generations because it is policed with 
the threat and use of violence designed to repel challenges for change.

A recent article in The Lancet, for instance, documents that approxi-
mately one-quarter (24 percent) of 9,961 men surveyed by male interviewers 
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110 Bellows and Jenderedjian

in six Asian countries reported that they had perpetrated forced sex, or sex 
against the will (i.e., rape) of an intimate partner or non-partner (Jewkes 
et al. 2013, Table 2). When force is used to bend an individual’s will under 
social conditions that do not interfere, object, or protect that person, that 
someone is likely to adjust her or behavior to “keep the peace” and safe-
guard her or his own well-being as well as those for whom she or he cares. 
Lack of protection from the most basic physical violations reflects a contin-
uum of silence to discrimination that can obstruct women’s participation in 
private and public life. Efforts to promote women’s and girls’ human right 
to adequate food and nutrition must overcome not only broad structural 
aspects of gender-based discrimination, but the overt and covert tools—
including violence—that sustain them. The unwillingness to acknowledge 
and address this violence undermines the strategies, objectives, and goals 
to mainstream women and a gender perspective into policies and programs 
related to the right to adequate food and nutrition.

Discrimination in 
access to economic 

activity

Lack of political 
and civic

participation

Weak bargaining
position within the 

household

Disproportionate 
burden from the 
“care economy”

at home

Time poverty:
fewer opportunities
to seek education 

and outside 
employment

Lower levels
of education,
language and

mobility barriers
Silence & cooperation 

denial of dignity & 
self-determination

Structural violences 
police the practices of 

discrimination

Private space

Public space

→

Figure 3.1 How discrimination against women is policed and maintained through 
violence (adapted from HRC 2012b, 4)
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Violence and Women’s Participation 111

Any type of discrimination associated with groups’ minority status, such 
as ethnicity, religion, race, sexual orientation, class, or disability, reinforces 
structural violence, creating an “intersection” of interrelated discrimina-
tions and oppressions (Carastathis 2014; Crenshaw 1989; Hancock 2007; 
Mohanty 2003). Violence and its social consequences are often harsher for 
women than for men in the context of intersectionality, negatively affecting 
women’s positions at work, in the family, and in the community. Violence 
can result in isolation, reinforce both gendered undernourishment and risks 
of violence, and place women’s health and well-being, as well as that of their 
children, at risk.

Food-Related Violences

Bellows (2003) proposes the term “food violences” to characterize periodic 
or chronic physical, psychological, and political harm associated with food 
availability and food-related work. Notably, the trauma of hunger, mal-
nutrition, and food poisoning that is due, for example, to environmental 
mismanagement and toxins in the food, affects not only those who eat that 
food but also those with the social role and responsibility to feed others. 
Those who feed through food preparation and breastfeeding have the best 
experience and knowledge of what their households need. “Feeders” require 
the economic and political capacity to keep themselves and those for whom 
they care free from food violences. A right to adequate food and nutri-
tion must protect the interests of both “eaters”—as a universal group—and 
“feeders”—as a subset of them (Bellows 2003, 251).

Recognizing that women are key to family and community food security 
has brought critically needed attention to their economic contribution and 
associated rights, ranging from inheritance and education to participation 
in public policy (see also chapter 5 of this volume). However, this criti-
cal assessment can shift work and social responsibility to women without 
addressing their individual human rights and the barriers they face, espe-
cially violence, in accessing their rights. Not addressing violence partially 
explains why so little progress is being made in addressing the implacability 
of women’s food insecurity. Violence interferes with women’s basic human 
rights to dignity and self-determination, the foundation of the capability 
necessary to advance claims on rights and entitlements.

In this chapter, we approach the links between violence against women 
and the violation of women’s right to adequate food and nutrition in terms 
of the correlation between food-based work and discrimination, of how vio-
lence relates to poor nutrition and food access, and of the extended impact 
of these relationships on children.

Women’s food-based work can instigate gender-based violence. An exist-
ing body of literature reports ethnographic observations of retaliatory abuse 
for cooking transgressions, like burning food or preparing it at the wrong 
time. Whitehead (1994) reports cases where violence is perpetrated if, for 
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112 Bellows and Jenderedjian

example, meals are prepared too late, food is insufficient in quantity or qual-
ity, or the food is too cold, too hot, etc.. Inadequate food work is perceived 
as a violation of the husband’s exclusive rights to the wife’s services or as a 
breach in the marriage contract. Basically, “the demands for meals and food 
may symbolize the wider right to command and control which husbands are 
asserting” (Whitehead 1994, 126–27; see also Beardsworth and Keil 1997; 
Burgoyne and Clark 1984; DeVault 1991; Dobash 1979). However, besides 
food-related violence by husbands, other powerful women and men in the 
family may find violence appropriate and justifiable. From both a woman’s 
original and in-law families, violence can be perpetrated by senior women, 
for example, mothers (-in-law), grandmothers (-in-law), non-husband adult 
males, and even sons if food expectations are not met. The cycle of vio-
lence can draw in older women who may reinforce gender discrimination 
by reproducing learned violence in order to protect the small measure of 
freedom from food labor that may have been earned through age or the 
availability of a younger protégé.

Research has established many cases wherein gendered power relation-
ships and associated violence have resulted in women and girls eating last, 
least, and most poorly in the private household space (Kikafunda and Luk-
wago 2005; Musaiger 1993; Rosalina et al. 2007; Sasson 2012). Intimate 
partner violence (IPV) affects not only the nutritional status of women but 
also that of their children: an analysis of Bangladesh’s cross-sectional demo-
graphic and health surveys by Ziaei, Naved, and Ekström (2012) reveals 
that women’s exposure to violence in the private sphere is associated with 
increased risk of having a stunted preschool-aged child. Similar results on 
the negative consequences of intimate partner violence on children’s nutri-
tional status were found in different geographic contexts.3 Based on the 
growing need for finding links between IPV and its impact on children’s 
nutritional status, Yount, Di Girolamo, and Ramakrishnan (2011) review 
the gaps in research and propose a conceptual interdisciplinary framework 
that models how IPV against mothers influences a child’s growth and nutri-
tion prenatally and through the toddler years.

We note further that, as the primary “feeders” for their families, women 
are targeted by corporations in both the Global South and North to increase 
household food purchases from the global market chain. An increasing con-
sumption of ultra-processed food leads to reduced reliance on local food 
systems, loss of cultural dietary preferences, and a correlated growth in non-
communicable disease (Moodie et al. 2013). As described further in chap-
ter 4 of this volume, a most acute form of industry-based food violence is 
an attack on the “intertwined subjectivity” of mothers and their infants and 
young children through the aggressive marketing of breastmilk substitutes 
and the inappropriate content and timed introduction of complementary 
foods. This promotional force constitutes a violation of, among others, the 
International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes (WHO 1981) 
and subsequent World Health Assembly (WHA) resolutions. Such violations 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 113

result in often dangerous and costly feeding practices for infants and young 
children, especially in the areas with unclean or limited water sources and 
minimal access to fuel and refrigeration. Critically, the loss of women’s con-
trol over their infants’ nutrition affects their own and their communities’ 
food sovereignty and self-determination at the local level, with regard to the 
reproduction of sustainable food traditions, including breastfeeding.

We argue that research is needed that can demonstrate the effect of vio-
lence against women on their ability to participate (i.e., “mainstream”) in 
strategies to secure their own, their families’, and their communities’ right 
to adequate food and nutrition. In order to approach the goal of including 
women and a gender perspective in food and nutrition security strategies, 
research and policy must pay attention to the challenges women face, most 
particularly structural violence that impedes access to women’s basic human 
rights, generally, and when participating in civil society, specifically. This 
is no easy task. For some, gender research is considered passé. For those 
who do engage in this field of research, unexpected difficulties often surface: 
women and girls can be hard to reach because of their restricted mobility 
in public space and their interaction with non-family members being fre-
quently supervised or controlled. Consequently, related data gathering can 
be time consuming, unfamiliar, and resource intensive. Nevertheless, a grow-
ing number of researchers and policy analysts are developing and applying 
methodologies that provide improved avenues of human rights research and 
reporting as well as the attendant responses of policy and accountability.

VIOLENCE AND WOMEN’S RIGHT TO ADEQUATE  
FOOD AND NUTRITION

Violence takes multiple forms and impacts individual and group survival, 
well-being, freedom, and identity. It is manifested through “avoidable insults 
inflicted on basic human needs and more generally life, and lower[s] the 
real satisfaction level of needs below what is potentially feasible” (Galtung 
1990, 292). Violence targeted at an individual or group survival is referred 
to as direct or personal violence and is identified through events entailing 
either a passive threat or active force delivered by persons individually or 
on behalf of groups as actors (Galtung 1969). Galtung introduces two other 
forms of violence: structural (1969) and, later, cultural (1990). Structural 
violence is a process aligned with social injustice that “is built into [social] 
structure and shows up as unequal power and consequently as unequal life 
chances” (Galtung 1969, 171). Cultural violence is defined by those aspects 
of structural or direct violence that are legitimized under the terms of cul-
tural practice, tradition, and institution (Galtung 1990, 291). Structural vio-
lence is exercised in, and reflective of, societies that are polarized by wealth 
distribution, life expectancy, and health status, or where there is systematic 
physical assault or economic or social injustice (Galtung 1969). Structural 
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114 Bellows and Jenderedjian

violence begets poverty, the deprivation of material necessities, and repres-
sion; the lack of human rights creates prejudice and humiliation and denies 
dignity (Ulvin 1998). Structural violence serves to maintain uneven and 
discriminatory social relations that build upon prejudice directed against 
diverse groups, for example, ethnic, racial, political, or sexual minorities, 
rural peoples, the elderly or infirm, the differently abled, or women and 
children, etc.

Those in discriminated against groups experience structural violence dif-
ferently. As introduced in diverse theories, such as intersectionality, mul-
tiracial feminism, and matrices of domination, uneven power relations 
overlap, either protecting or further weakening prospects of survival, dig-
nity, self-determination, and identity (see Collins 1990; Crenshaw 1991; 
Crosby 1995; Fox-Genovese 1994; Hooks 1984; Lorde 1984; May 2015; 
Nadasen 2005; Zinn and Dill 1996). Wealth can diminish the effects of dis-
crimination, as can location. An impoverished, undereducated, rural-based, 
and older female farmer from a minority group, for example, will more 
likely have limited access to health services relative to a younger, urban, and 
employed woman professional from the dominant ethnic group. Members 
of discriminated against groups, including women, might claim that they 
have faced no encounters with structural violence or discrimination. Indeed, 
it is not uncommon to hear the assertion from women, as well as from men, 
that there is no longer any discrimination against women. These elites within 
discriminated groups who do not recognize their social advantages contrib-
ute to the perpetuation and invisibility of structural violence. We main-
tain that each member of discriminated against groups (the elites therein 
included, although perhaps to a lesser or different extent) remains subject 
to group-based structural violence. Social support is required to protect all 
members of discriminated groups against violations of their human rights. 
Those who experience multiple forms of disempowerment must define and 
demand rights guarantees from their unique vantage points. Social struc-
tures of protection must be flexible enough to evolve and improve over time 
(see chapters 1 and 6 of this volume).

Systematic violations of human rights are symptoms of deeply embed-
ded structural violence (Farmer 1999). As stated by Ho (2007, 15), “when 
economic and social structures conspire to limit one’s agency to the extent 
that fundamental human needs cannot be met, then structural violence 
becomes a structural violation of human rights.” A deeply embedded struc-
ture refers to a set of beliefs or actions that we take for granted and that we 
believe are natural. Both Farmer (1999) and Ho (2007) show us how human 
rights violations—loss of dignity, self-determination, and even life—become 
accepted as normal and “natural.” Consider, for example, the following vio-
lations: (a) many (poor) women die in childbirth, (b) (minority) women are 
underrepresented in politics because they struggle against cultural norms to 
command respect, and (c) food and pharmaceutical industries promote the 
popular belief that modern science can produce better nutrition for infants 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 115

than can mothers (especially illiterate ones). Deplorably, we have come to 
view human rights violations of discrimination, patronization, and struc-
tural violence as inevitable and non-surprising. Perhaps the greatest tragedy 
of violence, however, is when the individual or groups experiencing the vio-
lence themselves believe that it is normal and natural. Bourdieu and Wac-
quant (1992, 140) have called this “symbolic” or “soft violence,” referring 
to the function of normalizing the terms of structural rights violations, that 
is, when dominated groups, along with their more powerful counterparts, 
accept violence and injustice as normal or self-evident.

When systematic human rights violations, like hunger, malnutrition, and 
poverty, are perceived as normal or natural, they become associated with 
“characteristics” or “failures” of individuals or groups and not with the 
failings of the state. For example, we might hear that women are too vul-
nerable, disempowered, and weak to secure adequate food and nutrition 
for themselves. Shifting the analysis to the “failures” of an individual who 
is experiencing human rights violations is a form of symbolic, soft, or struc-
tural violence and leverages the capacity of the state to apply superficial 
programs to “help” these “vulnerable” groups and not address structural 
issues of inequality, discrimination, and violence that deny women social 
justice and human rights.

Addressing Structural Violence as a Human Rights Violation in 
Policy and Research

Structural violence must be addressed as a human rights violation that 
presses states to meet their obligations to respect, protect, and fulfill indi-
viduals’ right to be free from discrimination. In the context of human rights, 
states’ obligations impose accountability mechanisms on states’ actions, 
through which rights holders can seek recourse and redress for rights viola-
tions. We differ here, for example, from Shepherd (2012), who discusses the 
“structural violence of hunger” but writes about it as a problem of exist-
ing power structures and privileged actors as opposed to a human rights 
violation. Shepherd borrows from Booth (2007, 112) to describe a process 
of emancipating vulnerable populations from the oppressions that “stop 
them carrying out what they would freely choose to do,” claiming it will 
provide a foundation for accountability by all actors and for improving 
institutional arrangements that perpetuate structural violence.4 Shepherd 
further highlights states’ responsibility for creating an enabling environ-
ment for the emancipation of marginalized groups with constrained self-
help capacity and frames a strategy that sounds rights-based but is never 
articulated outside of food security and vulnerability. As such, Shepherd’s 
plan cannot invoke state obligations and legal accountability. Further, his 
proposed strategy calls upon the state to “secure” an enabling environment 
that is vague and possibly easy to manipulate (Shepherd 2012, 206–7). This 
further reflects a paternalistic approach of emancipating “the vulnerable,” 
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116 Bellows and Jenderedjian

versus the clear outline of the respect, protect, and fulfill obligations associ-
ated with a human rights-based approach and, importantly, its legal frame-
work. A human rights-based approach to addressing the structural violence 
of hunger must include an analysis and construction of rights holders—those 
who face discrimination, and duty bearers, those who have the obligation 
to respect, protect, and fulfill rights holders’ human rights. Duty bearers 
include those who can help leverage the voice of rights holders experienc-
ing violations, for example, the operators of recourse mechanisms (Burity, 
Cruz, and Franceschini 2011; Suárez Franco 2011; Valente and Beghin 
2006; Viana and Bellows 2014; see also chapters 1 and 6 of this volume).

Despite the clear violation of human rights within existing structural 
power relations, articulating the terms of violence is complicated. Research-
ers, activists, and policy makers live in social systems of female-male inter-
dependency that are built not only upon long-term strategies for household 
and community survival, but also upon tradition, family, respect, and love. 
Interrogating the inconsistencies of power, control, and violence easily 
threatens the psychological and tangible stability of “the norm.” This risk 
moderates personal testimony, dilutes critical analysis, and weakens politi-
cal resolve, reinforcing and normalizing oppression. Work in the public 
sphere is typically in male majority settings that often remain resistant to 
addressing violence in the context of food and nutrition systems. Some-
times, efforts to identify and confront violence—whether by a rights hold-
ing individual, a researcher, or a policy maker—face ridicule or opposition. 
Fear of diverse forms of violence in consequence of the expression of a voice 
is a most essential form of structural violence: fear of alienating those we 
care about intimately, fear of accusations of turning a human rights crisis 
into a political platform for “women’s vulnerability” at the expense of food 
insecure men and children, as well as women. The fear of bearing witness to 
one’s own or others’ violation, or articulating a relatively straightforward 
thesis based on extensive literature and field experience, reflects restraint on 
personal dignity, intellectual freedom, and self-determination.

Whether as a vague threat or shattering brutality, the punishing function 
of violence maintains lines of sociocultural rights, norms, and distributions. 
In this way, violence creates and upholds social structure, including system-
atic gender discrimination that becomes tolerated as normal even by those 
who suffer from it.5 Addressing structural violence, therefore, may trigger 
surprise and resistance from those experiencing violation because normal-
ized conditions of discrimination and abuse have become foundational to 
cultural or familial stability. Change disturbs the established equilibrium 
and those suffering injustice will carry the brunt of adjustment to change, 
however indispensable and obligatory that change is.

Domestic violence constitutes a grave aspect of structural violence. The 
2010 publication by the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
(UN DESA), The World’s Women 2010: Trends and Statistics, shows data 
on women’s attitudes toward wife beating acquired in 2009 from the Macro 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 117

International website “MEASURE DHS STATcompiler” (Macro Interna-
tional 2009). Aggregated scores for thirty-three countries demonstrate that 
women tolerate and expect male abuse in general and that poor perfor-
mance in food work may specifically trigger violence considered reasonable 
by respondents (UN DESA 2010, 137–38). Presented with five possible sce-
narios, women were asked whether husbands were justified in beating wives 
in cases wherein she (a) burnt the food (21 percent, yes), (b) argued with 
him (29 percent), (c) refused to have sex with him (25 percent), (d) went 
out without telling him (36 percent), and (e) neglected the children (41 per-
cent). We note that data vary considerably across different countries. For 
example, in Jordan and Ethiopia approximately 60 percent of respondent 
women consider “burning the food” as an acceptable reason for physical 
violence. If these women are conditioned to accept violence as normal, they 
will not report beating to the police. Indeed, such an act would probably be 
viewed as justification for further aggression. Police, most of who tend to be 
male and married, have little incentive to enforce laws prohibiting violence 
against women unless they are specifically trained and directed to do so.

Perhaps most daunting to efforts to identify and confront violence limit-
ing women’s public participation are women and men’s complicit behaviors 
in familial compacts regarding gendered movement and roles. Women obey 
and respect; men protect and provide. Obeying and respecting encompass 
certain food work (e.g., cooking for husband and family) and rules (e.g., 
being available and able to meet eating expectations of husband and fam-
ily). Protecting and providing presume the right to make rules. In this com-
pact, women achieve recognition and status for their special or “unique” 
capability to meet their duties (e.g., cooking better than anyone else and, 
not coincidentally, being recognized as the key to food security), men do 
not (need to) enact violence against women because the women obey and 
respect (e.g., women stay home to cook and they do not leave without 
permission), and women accept work and rules, achieve status, and are not 
violated.

Case study 3.1 Public participation, structural violence, and 
conformity with social expectations in Armenia

In an Armenian civil society development project managed by Anna 
Jenderedjian, coauthor of this chapter, and dedicated to building 
an environmental education curriculum with public school teach-
ers, including school gardens, some women declined participation in 
trainings with the justification: “I cannot; my husband will not allow 
me.” Whether true or an excuse, the reason was accepted or at least 
acknowledged because of the soft, but implicit, threat of violence 
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118 Bellows and Jenderedjian

associated with the terms of potential disobedience and a disruption 
of roles and terms of women’s mobility. It is important to note that the 
justification was not: “I am afraid of my husband’s reaction.” Instead, 
it demonstrated accepted and expectable gendered reactions. “Will 
not allow” refers back to the compact and acceptance of the terms of 
“obey and respect” for women and “protect and provide” for men. 
There is pride and status in “my husband will not allow me,” a pro-
nouncement signifying that the women who perform their roles are 
regarded as “good wives,” earn protection, and, consequently, do not 
face discipline. These acts of obedience and respect are made to the 
rule-making protector who notably holds the power both of fending 
off and perpetrating violence.

Slippage between benign and malignant aspects of the power rela-
tions inside family compacts can be overlooked until there is an emer-
gency, at which time the crisis is labeled an exception. In an all too 
common example, on October 1, 2010, a twenty-year-old woman was 
beaten to death by her husband and mother-in-law (Barsoumian 2010). 
The neighbors and the press were appalled, pronouncing this a brutal 
outrage that had no place in society. Men were held up by women and 
men alike as nurturing and loving; the isolated aspect of this aberration 
of behavior was stressed. Looking more closely, the press discovered 
that the murdered woman had twice in vain sought police protection 
against the violent behavior of her husband since she married in 2008, 
being turned away due to the “private family matter” and “unimport-
ant” nature of the claim.

Perpetuation of any kind of physical violence is outlawed in Arme-
nia. Nevertheless, when attempting to report against their husbands, 
women face resistance from police officials and courts (Shirinian 2010), 
who attempt to “reconcile” husband and wife and avoid their sepa-
ration, often without registering offences as official crimes (Amnesty 
International 2008, 28). In the case here under review, the woman’s 
efforts for relief and to run away were not unknown to her neighbors 
and extended family. Thus, the threat of violence against women is not 
overtly acknowledged but rather woven into compliance, duty, tradi-
tion, and love. In this way, discussing structural violence generally, or 
violence by men against women more specifically, becomes taboo. It is 
off limits from acceptable discourse.

Women’s groups believe that the situation could be improved by 
the adoption of a law on domestic violence. In May 2013, this draft 
law was rejected by the Parliament of Armenia on the grounds that 
it would be unenforceable, and it was recommended that some of the 
proposed changes should rather be integrated into the current legisla-
tion (Aleksanyan 2013).
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Violence and Women’s Participation 119

Withholding food reinforces structural violence and can attain, with 
respect to Méndez (HRC 2011a, b), the status of torture.6 Controlling food 
access and consumption patterns can further manipulate women and girls 
to conform to gender norms of behavior according to diverse cultural situa-
tions. Research has compiled evidence of family and household patterns of 
withholding food in order to discipline or control women. Offenders include 
employers of female migrant home care workers in Israel (Ayalon 2009) and 
the UK (Eziefula and Brown 2010), in-laws (especially mothers-in-law who 
may be reenacting experienced abuse), and husbands in Bangladesh (Dalal, 
Rahman, and Jansson 2009) and India (Raj et al. 2011).7

Restricted access to food is certainly not limited to consciously with-
holding food to discipline or punish. Often women’s, and sometimes chil-
dren’s, social status is so low that their hunger is socially invisible or (un)
consciously ignored as a function of tradition. A 2004 study in Nepal, for 
example, revealed uneven intra-household food distribution in 70 percent of 
homes, with husbands, children, and elders tending to eat first and women 
last (United Mission to Nepal 2004, 5).

Over- and under-nutrition due to Food-Related Cultural Violence

Controlled food consumption patterns involve direct and indirect forms of 
forced over- or under-nutrition. Undereating to attain sociocultural norms 
of thinness is evidenced particularly for women in the Global North; how-
ever, this behavior is also increasingly present among men and, with global-
ized culture norms, throughout the world. In a clinical study in Denmark by 
Støving et al. (2011, 363), of 1,015 patients with eating disorders, 96 percent 
were female. In a study of 4,598 adolescent girls and boys in the ninth and 
tenth grades in the United States, the prevalence of unhealthy weight habits, 
such as restricting a diet to only one meal per day, vomiting, using diet pills 
and laxatives, etc., was found to be associated with gender (54.2 percent 
of girls, 32.1 percent of boys interviewed; see Vander Wal 2012, Table 2). 
Among those affected, the association varied by race and ethnicity, with 
eating disorders being most common among non-Hispanic white girls and 
boys (Vander Wal 2012, 399). A study about the impact of exposure to 
Western popular culture on dietary behaviors and preferred body image 
among female adolescents in Fiji, a society where large body image had 
been considered a beauty ideal for both men and women as recently as the 
1980s, revealed both increasing eating pathologies and the desire to be thin-
ner (Becker et al. 2011).

Cases also exist where women are compelled to transform their bod-
ies into a cultural ideal of fatness. In Mauritania, for example, a practice 
exists that forces girls to consume enormous quantities of food in a practice 
known as leblouh, with the aim of achieving cultural beauty standards and 
enhancing their chances of a good marriage. Men are typically the ones to 
decide whether or not to “fatten” a girl because males are generally required 
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120 Bellows and Jenderedjian

to supply the necessary extra food (Popenoe 2004). Women (other than 
mothers who are considered too soft to impose the work of overeating), 
however, verbally or physically impose the feeding process (Popenoe 2004; 
see also Ouldzeidoune et al. 2013).

VIOLENCE AND WOMEN’S PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

The agrarian reform processes of the past discriminated against women 
since in most cases we were not direct beneficiaries of the reforms. As 
peasant and indigenous women we were excluded from the reforms 
through various legal, institutional, cultural and structural mechanisms. 
(GCAR 2003, para. 2)

This statement, made by delegates attending the 2003 International Semi-
nar Agrarian Reform and Gender convoked by La Via Campesina’s Global 
Campaign for Agrarian Reform (GCAR),8 illustrates that structural violence 
against women limits their capacity to participate publicly in food-related 
policy that has a direct impact on their lives. It denies women their dignity 
and self-determination.

The opportunity and growing capacity to claim one’s right to participate 
in public life can change an individual’s life and the direction of social devel-
opment. This is the promise, for example, of gender mainstreaming (UN 
OSAGI 2002). At the same time, without understanding, acknowledging, 
and addressing structural violence, urging women into public political life 
can put them at risk of violence. The failure to recognize this threat jeop-
ardizes gender mainstreaming success. Certainly, there is an imperative to 
include and center women—whose voices have heretofore been excluded—
in public policy. Yet some of these women have fears that violence will be 
exerted against themselves, their children, and their possessions when they 
leave the household space. These apprehensions restrain women’s physical 
and political mobility and can prevent their public participation. Those who 
try to include historically marginalized women must understand the poten-
tial and real violence faced from women’s families and communities when 
they transcend traditional cultural compacts related to physical space and 
social interactions. Complexities of time and expense that are associated 
with public engagement can trigger violence: the time it takes to participate 
publically and what that means to women whose workload is, on average, 
much higher than that of men. Female household members need resources 
to move into public space, but they often do not have control over the man-
agement of these resources. It is irresponsible, if not dangerous, to talk of 
including women in public life in general, and in efforts to advance the right 
to adequate food and nutrition in particular, without broad recognition of 
the costs of this public participation, particularly those associated with the 
fear of violence.
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Violence and Women’s Participation 121

Case study 3.2 Public participation and fear of violence in public 
and private spaces in South Africa

Particularly in more rural and higher risk areas, women often keep 
close to their homes to protect their children and their material pos-
sessions. The intention of drawing women out to participate pow-
erfully in the construction of their own lives can, in fact, put them 
in danger. In a South African study on food security and the right 
to adequate food and nutrition under land and agrarian reform by 
Stefanie Lemke, coauthor of chapter 5 of this volume, the difficul-
ties associated with women leaving their homes to participate in 
a group meeting became explicit. Even when workshop meetings 
were organized by a women’s group for women farmers and farm 
workers with every available support to facilitate their participa-
tion, participant women expressed their apprehensions. Living in 
isolated rural settings, many women worried that when they left 
no one would care for or feed their children while they are gone. 
Worse, these women dreaded the children’s potential exposure to 
abuse in their absence. Finally, these women remained anxious that 
the material goods of their household would remain unprotected in 
their absence.

Research demonstrates that women consistently reinvest a higher per-
centage of their income into family and household well-being than do men 
(Quisumbing et al. 1995; Schmeer 2005; Thomas 1993). This has led to 
public policy that supports paid working opportunities, including entre-
preneurialism, for women. A resulting problem is, however, that structural 
conditions of discrimination and the real or implied threat of social and 
personal violence can inhibit the development of successful enterprises at 
the point of their expansion and success.

Case study 3.3 Women’s limited mobility as an obstacle for 
entrepreneurial expansion in Mexico

In an indigenous community of the Mezquital Valley, Mexico, a 
women’s cooperative has succeeded during the past two decades 
in maintaining traditional patterns of cultivation and use of agave 
(also known as century plant or maguey) through the production of 
syrup from its sap. The otherwise increasing neglect of traditional 
practices in this semiarid and marginalized region has been both 
cause and consequence of mass migration to the United States and 
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122 Bellows and Jenderedjian

the associated flow of remittances back to Mexico. As stated by sev-
eral members during interviews conducted in October 2011 by M. 
Daniela Núñez B. de L., coauthor of chapters 1 and 2 of this vol-
ume, the cooperative has furthermore enabled members to access 
credits and grants, reforestation projects, and cultivation and manu-
facturing training programs. The cooperative’s main contribution 
for some respondents lies in its provision of additional income, for 
other respondents, in the creation of a space for them to interact and 
reaffirm their self-confidence as women in the light of their sons’ or 
partners’ absence.

Notwithstanding women’s greater participation in local public life 
when male family members are gone, the freedom of the majority of 
the cooperative members to move beyond the community borders for 
an extended period was stated to have remained restricted by the fear 
of their partners’ disapproval, even when the partner was reported to 
be abroad. According to some informants, former cooperative mem-
bers decided to leave the organization when appointed to administra-
tive tasks requiring them to leave the community on a regular basis 
in order to avoid confrontations with partners. Unrestrained mobility 
was described as the privilege of those women who had chosen not to 
have a partner, or who, having also endured such confrontations in 
the past, had been able to convince their family members of the signifi-
cance of their entrepreneurship. Respondents further explained that 
these few women were the ones taking on the representation of the 
cooperative and the marketing of their products at regional, national, 
and international fairs.

Violence and the Invisibility of Women’s Experience

Including women’s profile in research and policy often meets unexpected 
challenges requiring time, patience, adjusted outreach strategies, amended 
investigation methods, and additional resources. Female research subjects 
and study participants may face family, cultural, or social resistance to 
meeting with strangers, attending public events, or filling out a question-
naire. Women shouldering irregular migration status or housebound condi-
tions due to health, age, pregnancy, childcare, or other reasons often avoid 
contact with “outsiders” who are not part of their social group. As a result, 
they are particularly prone to being left out of research analysis and policy 
formulation. The recruitment and training of peer interviewers for outreach 
and to build confidence with community participants in research projects 
may need to be pulled from a small population pool wherein local net-
works are extensive, compromising research imperatives of confidentiality 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 123

and subjects’ autonomy to participate in or withdraw from research at will. 
Many research projects do not plan for these hurdles, do not expect them, 
do not know how to cope with them, and are not able or choose not to exert 
the effort necessary to include women into their studies. As a result, espe-
cially those women facing the greatest social marginalization figure least 
representatively into analyses of public and private life, including those 
related to productive food systems and nutritional health.

Case study 3.4 The invisibility of marginalized women and 
challenges for related research—United States/Mexico

Community-based public health and nutrition research organized by 
Anne C. Bellows, coauthor of this and other chapters of this volume, 
in the US state of New Jersey with Mexican immigrant women was 
complicated, even when trained female community researchers with 
similar migration histories collaborated on research design and con-
ducted the interviews.9 Immigrants in the United States, both docu-
mented and otherwise, often face blatant discrimination and social 
distrust. As the largest immigrant group, Latina and Latino immi-
grants certainly face this exclusion. The anxiety of irregular status 
imposes a severe psychological burden and fear for both women 
and men, reproduces itself into a more stressed and violence prone 
domestic life, and increases suspicion of outsiders (especially those 
who come asking questions, like researchers). In a research project 
on health and dietary practice, peer interviewers were selected who 
shared experiences with police, judicial, educational, and medical 
authorities vis-à-vis their precarious migration status with the sur-
vey respondents. These community-based peer interviewers were 
able to help address many of the research barriers of language, cul-
tural familiarity, and trust.

Nonetheless, interviews always needed to end early in the after-
noons so that the women respondents could pick up and complete 
their jobs of cooking and other household tasks before their male 
partners and other family members returned home. The sense of 
the women respondents’ discomfort and even fear was palpable 
to interviewers as the end of an afternoon approached and the 
respondents began to worry about how to end the interview and 
finish their expected household work. When research focus group 
meetings were organized in a public space like a school or library, 
attendance often entailed layers of deception by the interviewees 
so that their departure would not be criticized or missed at home. 
Interviewed women typically brought their children along, in part 
because the men were not expected to look after them, but also 
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124 Bellows and Jenderedjian

because women provoked less suspicion of “illicit” behavior when 
in the company of children.

Overall, the interviewed women generally appreciated the attention 
that came with interviews because it countered the invisibility with 
which the women struggle. Nevertheless, they felt exposed and vulner-
able because of the unwritten rules that they had broken or stretched 
by engaging in a non-household oriented event that called on their 
individuality— rules that carried the structural violence of surveillance 
and enforcement.

Policy, Women, and the Consequence of Not Acknowledging 
Violence as the Arbiter of Discrimination

Structural violence that poses barriers to women’s participation in public 
policy and employment must be confronted to improve food and nutri-
tion security for women, their families, and their communities and, at the 
same time, to expose and deconstruct the violence and discrimination that 
obstruct change. As is the case of a growing number of national social 
protection policies, Brazil targets its cash transfer Bolsa Família program 
to women.10 As reported in a study conducted by the Brazilian Institute 
for Social and Economic Analysis (Ibase) in 2008 and referenced by da 
Fosenca Menezes, Brait-Poplawski, and Menezes Santarelli Roversi (2012, 
26–27), “women are more aware of the family’s needs and tend to spend 
the grant on food and other expenditures to meet their children’s needs and 
domestic tasks that are generally undertaken by women” (see also OECD 
2007). In attempting to measure the social impacts of Bolsa Família on 
women’s social status, the referenced Ibase survey reports that interviewed 
female program participants claimed that their involvement led to “greater 
financial independence (49 percent); greater role in decision-making about 
expenditure (39 percent); and more respect from partners (27.4 percent)” 
(see da Fonseca Menezes Brait-Poplawski, and Menezes Santarelli Roversi 
2012, 34).

Barriers to women’s access to public life are generally not understood 
in terms of structural violence. As Holmes and Jones (2010) notice, there 
is often a divide between social protection objectives on the one hand and 
gender equality and self-determination on the other. In their analysis of 
social programs in Ethiopia, Bangladesh, Ghana, India, Mexico, and Peru, 
only two (those of Bangladesh and Mexico) consider the impact of gender 
role transformations in addition to targeting women as their primary ben-
eficiary groups. Indeed, programs that do not focus on empowerment and 
equality might further reinforce traditional social roles and responsibilities 
of women, stressing the obligations of “good mothers” in a private space 
and further “marginalizing” already excluded (largely self-exempted) men 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 125

from unrecognized household and child care work, as Molyneux (2006) 
states.11 Bolsa Família does not improve women’s professional opportuni-
ties or empower men in the co-responsibility of caring for the family. We 
suggest, therefore, that social protection programs like Bolsa Família may 
divert some needed material resources to women, but the fundamental con-
ditions of discrimination and violence against women remain entrenched. 
Such programs should strive to reshape conditions that reinforce social 
inequality and leverage the potential to take further steps toward justice 
and human rights, including the right to adequate food and nutrition. At the 
same time, social protection programs targeted at women must be carefully 
designed not to reinforce gender stereotypes that reify conditions of gender 
discrimination and (re)launch violence.

Examples in the report Promoting Pro-Poor Growth: Social Protection 
(OECD 2009) demonstrate that social protection targeted at women can 
both increase and decrease the incidence of domestic violence. Another 
report by Samson (2008) on the impact of cash transfers on the protection 
and care of vulnerable children and on the empowerment of families in the 
context of HIV epidemic in Papua New Guinea finds cash transfer pro-
grams, designed to increase women’s autonomy, to be successful in reducing 
their exposure to violence. Concurrent evidence from Bangladesh, however, 
suggests that domestic violence can increase with cash transfers to women 
(Luttrell and Moser 2004). Holmes and Jones (2010) report similarly diverse 
outcomes: whereas in Vietnam social protection has reduced tensions in the 
household, it has had either no impact or produced increased tensions in 
India. Social protection policy design instruments must, therefore, take mul-
tiple risks and outcomes into account and devise locally tailored programs 
with participatory evaluation mechanisms that promote women’s right to 
adequate food and nutrition while protecting their physical, psychological, 
and socioeconomic well-being overall (OECD 2009,171–73).

INSTITUTIONAL AND FORMAL RECOGNITION OF VIOLENCE 
AGAINST WOMEN

Institutional and formal recognition of violence against women evolved 
through long-term local and regional grassroots organizing that success-
fully orchestrated global scale attention and action in the 1990s. The devel-
opment of international frameworks defining violence against women as a 
human rights violation provided an institutional structure that propelled 
further action at the state level.

International Recognition of Violence against Women

The legal and enforceable understanding that women hold the human right 
to bodily integrity and absolute freedom from violence against their persons 
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126 Bellows and Jenderedjian

is astonishingly new. Indeed, it remains controversial and contested across 
the globe. This section introduces the evolution of institutional and formal-
ized recognition of violence against women as a violation of women’s fun-
damental human rights, first at the international, and then at the national 
levels.

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW; UN General Assembly 1979) outlines the link-
ages between discrimination and violations of women’s freedom, dig-
nity, and well-being. The strength of CEDAW lies in the demands placed 
on states parties to redress discrimination and prevent further violations, 
develop processes and terms of accountability, and support the mechanism 
of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (UN General Assembly 1999) that articu-
lates procedural steps for claims of violations.12 During the Fourth World 
Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995, national governments and the 
UN agreed to promote gender mainstreaming in programs and policies. The 
goal was to maximize women’s profile in the work and politics of public life 
and, in particular, to foreground their participation in public policy-making 
with respect to its impact on women’s own lives.

This 1979 convention neither addresses women’s right to adequate food 
and nutrition nor the subject of violence against women. The practice of dis-
crimination as a form of structural violence is not articulated, nor is violence 
as the constructive medium to maintain discrimination expressed. Twenty 
years after the adoption of CEDAW, the UN Committee on the Elimination 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW Committee) addressed violence 
against women in its 1999 General Recommendation 24 on Women and 
Health (hereinafter General Recommendation 24; see CEDAW Committee 
1999). Violence against women as a barrier to their participation in public 
life generally, and with specific respect to their right to adequate food and 
nutrition, is not mentioned in General Recommendation 24. In the same 
year, the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) 
issued General Comment 12 on the Right to Adequate Food (CESCR 1999) 
that introduces substantive issues arising from the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition. Whereas this general comment clearly articulates the 
intention not to discriminate against women (CESCR 1999, para. 1), there 
is no mention of a link to gendered food violations and violence against 
women.

Only in the early 1990s was violence against women enumerated in UN 
resolutions and law. In 1992, the UN Commission on the Status of Women 
(CSW) established a special working group with a mandate to draw up a 
draft declaration on violence against women.13 In 1993, the resolution of 
the UN Commission on Human Rights (CHR) Integrating the Rights of 
Women into the Human Rights Mechanisms of the United Nations (see 
CHR 1993) was introduced and further developed at the June World Con-
ference on Human Rights in Vienna.14 Thereafter, the UN General Assembly 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 127

adopted, with its 1993 resolution 48/104, the Declaration on the Elimi-
nation of Violence against Women (DEVAW; see UN General Assembly 
1993). In its opening preamble, DEVAW specifically states that “violence 
against women is an obstacle to the achievement of equality, development 
and peace” that “impairs or nullifies [women’s] enjoyment of those rights 
and freedoms.” Article 1 of the same declaration reads, “violence against 
women means any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely 
to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, 
including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, 
whether occurring in public or in private life.” Article 2 underscores that 
there is no space wherein violence against women is tolerated, neither at the 
levels of the household, community, and institution nor at the state level. 
Article 3 reiterates that women should have full access to all human rights 
under UN law and provides examples, among others, from the Interna-
tional Covenant of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR; UN 
General Assembly 1966), although none specifically from article 11 on the 
right to adequate food. Article 4 of DEVAW compels states parties to pro-
tect women from violence and prohibits state recourse to excuses of custom, 
tradition, or religious consideration. Article 4(e) further proposes that states 
“[c]onsider the possibility of developing national plans of action to promote 
the protection of women against any form of violence.” Article 5 states that 
the diverse “organs and specialized agencies of the United Nations system 
should, within their respective fields of competence, contribute to the recog-
nition and realization of the rights and the principles set forth in the present 
Declaration.”

With specific reference to DEVAW’s article 4, the 1995 Beijing Declara-
tion and Platform for Action articulated at the Fourth World Conference 
on Women urges all states to “[p]romote research, collect data and com-
pile statistics, especially concerning domestic violence relating to the preva-
lence of different forms of violence against women” (UN 1995, strategic 
objective D.2., para. 130(a)). The World Health Organization (WHO), in 
cooperation with key public health research institutions, women’s organiza-
tions, and participating countries, developed a common methodology and 
trained interviewers to survey twenty-four thousand women in fifteen sites 
and ten countries to evaluate domestic violence in the private sphere of the 
household (García-Moreno et al. 2005). Notably however, neither DEVAW 
nor the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action link violence against 
women with violations of their right to adequate food and nutrition. Fur-
ther, they link violence with trespass on women’s liberty in the public and 
private spaces, but not expressly with active policy and participation in pub-
lic decision-making.

The 1999 CEDAW Committee’s General Recommendation 24 men-
tioned earlier highlights the link between women’s health and violence 
against women (paras. 5, 12(b), 12(d), 15, 15(a), 15(b), 25, 29, 30(f)). Para-
graph 9 calls upon states parties to “report on their health legislation, plans 
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128 Bellows and Jenderedjian

and policies for women with reliable data disaggregated by sex on the inci-
dence and severity of diseases and conditions hazardous to women’s health 
and nutrition and on the availability and cost-effectiveness of preventive 
and curative measures.” In the following year, the CESCR issued General 
Comment 14 on the Right to the Highest Attainable Standard of Health 
(hereinafter General Comment 14; see CESCR 2000). General Comment 14 
acknowledges in article 10 that since the drafting of the ICESCR in 1966, 
“the world health situation has changed dramatically and the notion of 
health has undergone substantial changes and has also widened in scope.” As 
a result, new determinants of health, such as gender differences and resource 
distribution, must be taken into account, as must conditions of violence and 
war.15 Under this rubric, General Comment 14 carries forward the work of 
DEVAW and the Beijing Platform, determining that violence against women 
is a justiciable violation of the ICESCR in general, and of women’s human 
right to health in particular. Risks to women’s health include gender-based 
violence, with particular emphasis on domestic violence, against which the 
state is specifically obliged to protect women and prosecute perpetrators 
under the treaty law (CESCR 2000, paras. 21, 35, 36, 51).

General Comment 14 states that “the reference in article 12.1 of the Cov-
enant [ICESCR] to ‘the highest attainable standard of physical and men-
tal health’ is not confined to the right to health care. On the contrary, the 
drafting history and the express wording of article 12.2 acknowledge that 
the right to health embraces a wide range of socio-economic factors that 
promote conditions in which people can lead a healthy life, and extends to 
the underlying determinants of health” (CESCR 2000, para. 4). In addition 
to gender and violence considerations, adequate and safe food and proper 
nutrition constitute another set of underlying health determinants (CESCR 
2000, paras. 4, 11, 36). Paragraph 11 goes further to identify the impor-
tance of self-determination as a critical health determinant in the realiza-
tion of the highest attainable standard of health, namely, the participation 
of the population in all health-related decision-making at the community, 
national, and international levels.

With specific attention to the case of indigenous groups, General Com-
ment 14 states that “the health of the individual is often linked to the health 
of the society as a whole and has a collective dimension” that is reflective 
of the “symbiotic relationship” with indigenous lands (CESCR 2000, para. 
27). Herein is found valuable precedence that can be linked to women’s 
greater participation in the human right to adequate food and nutrition, 
the denial of which constitutes structural violence and the foundation of 
a human rights violation. First, women’s nutritional health is indeed con-
nected to the health of the social collectivities around them, both through 
the biology of reproduction and lactation and through their sociocultural-
based labors on behalf of the food and nutritional well-being of families 
and communities. Second, as critical agriculturalists, fishing folk, pasto-
ralists, and other types of food producers, women’s work is integrated 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 129

throughout the food system; this work requires participation and represen-
tation in public sector decision-making in the context of food and nutri-
tion. Third, women need respect for, and protection of, their dignity and 
self- determination in the pursuit of their right to adequate food and nutri-
tion vis-à-vis possible obstacles posed from state and non-state actors. For 
indigenous groups, such interference has come from state and corporate 
actors’ intent upon access to traditional indigenous lands, the source of 
many indigenous people’s food and nutrition security, as well as their cul-
tural and spiritual heritage.

As recognized for indigenous groups, denial of, or interference with, wom-
en’s human right to adequate food and nutrition constitutes a form of struc-
tural violence against women; it impedes their dignity, self- determination, 
and capacity to contribute to an adequate standard of living for themselves, 
their families, their communities, and wider publics. For example, wom-
en’s undisputed authority over the best nutritional practices for infants and 
young children through breastfeeding is regularly threatened through indus-
try efforts to circumnavigate international rules on marketing breastmilk 
substitutes (see chapter 4 of this volume for a more in-depth discussion on 
this issue). Additionally, discrimination against women in terms of access 
to agricultural training and credit, equal work and pay opportunities, and 
land inheritance rights forces rural women into dependency and undermines 
their potential for autonomy and equal social and economic participation 
(please see also chapter 5 of this volume).

CESCR General Comment 14 provides important tools to extend the 
specific legal obligations of the state to protect women against gender-based 
violence. However, while it recognizes food, nutrition, and participatory 
decision-making as underlying determinants of health, it does not expressly 
connect gender-based violence with restricted or constrained public partici-
pation. In this way, women’s right to participate in policy concerning their 
right to adequate food and nutrition as a function of health is not clearly 
articulated; the omission constitutes a missed opportunity and reinforces 
barriers that impede these rights.

General Comment 14 comes very close to a holistic approach to women’s 
right to adequate food and nutrition; it regards (a) violence against women 
as a violation of their human rights and as detriment to peace and social 
stability, (b) food and nutrition as instrumental to health and linked to indi-
viduals, communities, and nature, and (c) the need for all persons, women 
in particular, to participate in public policy as related to their own and their 
communities’ well-being. These pieces all stand alone, however, without a 
unified vision and a link to a food systems approach that should connect 
production, distribution, access, nutrition, and health and their various cul-
tural manifestations. Integrated, they could illuminate and address key chal-
lenges to achieving women’s right to adequate food and nutrition, as well 
as families’ and communities’ potential for food and nutrition security. To 
date, no international instrument has shaped such a holistic premise.
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130 Bellows and Jenderedjian

In 2010, two important UN reports provided further guidance on 
addressing violence against women: the Handbook for Legislation on Vio-
lence against Women (UN DAW/DESA 2010a), and its Supplement to the 
Handbook for Legislation on Violence against Women: Harmful Practices 
against Women (UN DAW/DESA 2010b).The handbook is targeted at policy 
makers, civil society organizations, and other interested parties and contains 
recommendations for adoption and implementation of national legislation 
to prevent violence against women. The supplement expands the range of 
harmful practices against women and girls to include, among other things, 
issues related to nutrition and violence, such as forced feeding, nutritional 
taboos, and discrimination in food allocation (UN DAW/DESA 2010b, 7).16 
The handbook and the supplement are important tools for national reports 
on violence against women.17 These UN guidelines take positive initial steps 
to connect violence against women with women’s participation in public 
life and with food and nutrition-related violences. However, as follows our 
critique of General Comment 14, these UN efforts miss the opportunity to 
link and thereby strengthen women’s public voice on food-related violences.

National Recognition of Violence against Women

Whereas the understanding of gender-based violence as an issue of human 
rights, dignity, self-determination, and security for women is improving, the 
available data to support this understanding remains limited. Inconsisten-
cies persist in terms of adequate theoretical tools, research methodologies, 
and standardized indicators of violence to measure and interpret the impact 
of structural violence on women’s participation in public life over their life 
course. As a case in point, the UN Statistics Division’s dataset on gender-
based violence that demonstrates the magnitude of this human rights viola-
tion, shows huge variation among nations. Discrepancies in data collection 
methodologies may well account for some of the significant differences 
between countries.18 At the same time and despite the progress made, some 
countries still have no laws prohibiting violence against women, and among 
many of those that have adopted such laws, the enforcement remains weak 
(OECD Development Centre 2010).

As a response to the World Conference on Human Rights (Vienna 1993) 
and post-Beijing calls to design a policy response against violence, the UN 
General Assembly reemphasized in 2006 the need for countries to develop 
so-called National action plans (NAPs) to address violence against women. 
It called for (a) a multisectoral approach that targets spheres of education, 
health, judicial systems, social protection, etc., (b) policy measures for vio-
lence prevention, and (c) support programs dedicated to victims of sexual 
and physical violence (UN General Assembly 2007, para. 8). In 2008, the 
UN secretary general launched the campaign “UNiTE to End Violence 
against Women” to facilitate the adoption and implementation of NAPs in 
all countries by 2015 (UN 2013). In the same year, the UN General Assembly 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 131

again called on states to address the structural causes of violence in NAPs 
and other policy mechanisms, such as poverty eradication strategies (UN 
General Assembly 2009, paras. 16(a), (f), (g), and 17). Also relevant to this 
context are the resolutions of the UN Security Council on sexual violence 
in conflict and post-conflict situations, such as Security Council Resolution 
2106 (2013) [on Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict] on rape as a crime 
against humanity and weapon of war (UN Security Council 2013).

NAPs are recommended to be multisectoral, as well as adaptive and 
responsive to each state’s specific political, economic, social, and histori-
cal context (UN Women 2012a). However, relatively few countries’ NAPs 
use broader definitions of violence against women focusing both on private 
and public aspects of women’s lives.19 In practice, the majority of NAPs are 
framed by the research and programming areas of WHO that specifically 
identify sexual and intimate partner violence, trafficking, and the psycho-
logical and sexual trespass against women’s bodily integrity. In comparison, 
minor attention is paid to the impact of violence on women’s engagement 
in public life.

The result is that policy designed to address discrimination against 
women in public life and spaces—for example with regard to paid work 
or civic participation—does not have adequate capacity to recognize how 
structural violence undermines dignity and self-determination and frus-
trates gender mainstreaming goals. Without an adequate understanding and 
capacity, efforts to mainstream women into the arena of human rights and 
public policy, including the right to adequate food and nutrition and policy 
related to food and nutrition security, are incomplete.

Case study 3.5 National action plans (NAPs) on violence against 
women and their intersections with the right to adequate food and 
nutrition

A review of the NAPs listed on the UN Women online database The 
UN Secretary-General’s Database on Violence against Women (UN 
Women 2012b) demonstrates that they are primarily focused on 
domestic violence, sexual harassment, and trafficking. The analysis 
of the NAPs included in this database through 2012 revealed that 
NAPs rarely connect violence against women with food and nutri-
tion or with rural livelihoods. Those found are grouped below by 
category.

Food deprivation. The most commonly addressed intersection of 
violence against women and the right to adequate food and nutrition 
is the crime of withholding food. The Australian National Council’s 
Plan for Australia to Reduce Violence against Women and their Chil-
dren uniquely defines food deprivation as a form of physical abuse 
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132 Bellows and Jenderedjian

(National Council to Reduce Violence against Women and their Chil-
dren [Australia] 2009, 187), while the Ukranian National Campaign 
“Stop Violence!” counts it as a form of economic violence within the 
family (Ministry for Family, Youth and Sports [Ukraine] 2008, 6). 
Tanzania’s government, in its National Strategy for Gender Develop-
ment, repudiates taboos based on traditions that deny women and 
girls certain foods (Ministry of Community Development, Gender and 
Children (MCDCG) [Tanzania] 2005, 13, 21). In its National Action 
Plan for the Prevention of Domestic Violence in Chile, food access 
needs of the elderly are emphasized (National Service for Women 
[Chile] 2011, 8, 34). Connected with their reports on preventing and 
combating human trafficking, Ireland includes the denial of food and 
drink as a means for controlling victims of this crime (Department 
of Justice, Equality and Law Reform [Ireland] 2009, 228), Canada 
promotes its Prenatal Nutrition Program to produce positive health 
outcomes in vulnerable children and their families (Government of 
Canada 2012, 24), and Moldova links ensuring food for young chil-
dren from socially vulnerable families with the prevention of human 
trafficking (National Committee to Combat Trafficking in Human 
Beings [Moldova] 2010,12).20

Correlation of abuse and malnutrition. In its National Strategy 
on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-based Violence, Ireland includes 
impaired nutritional status as one of the health outcomes correlated 
with violence (Cosc—National Office for the Prevention of Domestic, 
Sexual and Gender-based Violence [Ireland] 2010, 46). The United 
States points to research-based evidence linking improved socioeco-
nomic factors, including better nutrition, with a reduction in gender-
based violence (USAID 2012, 19).

Forced sex for food and punishment related to food work expec-
tations. Liberia’s NAP alone explicitly articulates these two issues. 
“Many Liberian women and girls, regardless of age, marital status 
and ethnic affiliation suffer various forms of violence and exploita-
tion including, gang rape, sexual slavery, forced sex in exchange for 
food and survival, forced and early marriage” (Ministry of Gender 
and Development [Liberia] 2006, 9). This NAP’s definition of physical 
violence includes situations when the “wife is beaten or abused for not 
performing her duties according to husband’s expectations (refuses 
sex, food is late to be prepared, etc.)” (Ministry of Gender and Devel-
opment [Liberia] 2006, 37).

Gender violence and economic insecurity. In its National Strategy 
to Combat Violence against Women, Algeria reports extending the 
powers of judges to decide by order, among other things, for food pen-
sions for women (Ministry for the Family and the Status of Women 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Violence and Women’s Participation 133

[Algeria] 2007, 48). Haiti’s NAP introduces the need for socioeco-
nomic rehabilitation of violated women through vocational train-
ing, microcredit, and productive jobs, in particular for the support of 
food security (Ministry for the Status of Women and Women’s Rights 
[Haiti] 2005, 18).

HIV/AIDS, gender-based violence, and food insecurity. Per the 
Zambian NAP on gender-based violence, HIV/AIDS as a form of 
violence disproportionally affects women. Among other things, 
“AIDS increases girls and women’s vulnerability to poverty and vice 
versa. It also decreases inter-generational transfer of life skills and 
knowledge about agriculture and other livelihoods, and reduces 
adult labour resulting in lower agriculture production and increased 
food insecurity. The link between [p]overty, gender inequality and 
HIV/AIDS is inseparable” (Gender in Development Division [Zam-
bia] 2008, 5).

Women in prisons. Algeria reports addressing nutritional needs 
of pregnant female prisoners through article 50 of its 2005 Code of 
the Organization of Prisons and the Social Reintegration of Detain-
ees (Ministry for the Family and the Status of Women [Algeria] 
2007, 49).

Extra-national development policy. In addressing links between 
violence against women and food-related abuse, Sweden’s Interna-
tional Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) targets its own devel-
opment aid policy toward this end, referring to protection needs of 
encamped refugee women foraging for food, fuel, and water (Gender 
Secretariat [Sweden] 2007, 10), and additionally, women’s and girls’ 
property, land, and inheritance rights (Gender Secretariat [Sweden] 
2007, 19). Similarly, the United States links the relationship of food-
based development aid, for example, the Global Food Security Initia-
tive (Feed the Future), with a goal of “full integration of activities to 
empower women and prevent and respond to gender-based violence” 
(USAID 2012, 8–9).

Isolated rural livelihoods. Belize’s NAP introduces a special set of 
measures for rural women who are victims of gender-based violence in 
order to ensure their access to justice and support in the environment 
where food-related labors put them at increased risk of violence because 
of the isolation and lack of service infrastructure in many or most areas 
(Lewis 2010, goal 2, objective 2–4).

Right to adequate food and nutrition. In South Africa’s 365 Day 
National Action Plan to End Gender Violence, the country recommits 
itself to its constitutional guarantees of providing “socio-economic 
rights such as right to adequate housing, health care services, food, 
water, and social security” (Government of South Africa 2007, 58).
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134 Bellows and Jenderedjian

Nutrition education. Albania introduces the plan to develop “cur-
ricula on nutrition, hygiene and family planning for young men and 
women” (Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities 
[Albania] 2006, 78). Mongolia’s NAP seeks to “[i]ncrease advocacy 
and facilitate access to information regarding proper nutrition, safe 
food consumption of clean water and first aid medical services” to 
achieve gender equality in rural development (National Committee on 
Gender Equality [Mongolia] 2002, 12).

Women’s right to adequate food and nutrition cannot be addressed 
without attention to the status of all of their human rights over their life-
times. It is imperative to analyze and attend to discrimination, violence, 
and structural inequity before, for example, narrowly conceived food and 
nutrition security intervention programs can make sustainable changes in 
the incidence and prevalence of malnutrition. Whereas nutrition interven-
tions provide short-term relief for select populations, no sustainable change 
in hunger, food security, or malnutrition is possible without elimination of 
human rights violations of poverty, discrimination, and violence against 
women (see more related discussions in chapters 4, 5, and 6 of this volume). 
The following case study from India addresses the impact on female chil-
dren and adolescents who are forced into the adult roles of sexual partner-
ships and procreation that constitutes child marriage. Our objective is to 
demonstrate that malnutrition cannot be attended to without coming to 
terms with violations of women’s and girl’s basic human rights across their 
life spans, including the travesty of child marriage.

Case study 3.6 Measures by the Indian Government to prevent 
child marriage, a prerequisite to the right to adequate food and 
nutrition for women

India’s National Plan of Action for Children 2005 includes, among 
its priorities for action, (a) nutrition discrimination against girls as a 
harmful practice, (b) the necessity of reducing infant and child mortal-
ity, (c) the elimination of child marriage particularly, but not only, as 
it concerns girls, and (d) the need to protect adolescents from all forms 
of physical, emotional, and psychological violence and discrimination, 
including early pregnancy (Government of India 2005). These issues 
form critical underpinnings of girls’ and women’s basic human rights 
to dignity and self-determination generally, as well as to the progres-
sive realization of their right to adequate food and nutrition.21
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Violence and Women’s Participation 135

One aspect of violence protection for girls concerns the reduction 
of child marriage. According to the most recent available statistics 
from the Third National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3) carried 
out in 2005–2006, UNICEF (2013) reports that 47 percent of mar-
riages in India are child marriages.22 Of these, 56 percent occur in 
rural areas and 29 percent in urban areas, with 75 percent of child 
marriages overall taking place within the poorest wealth quintile and 
only 16 percent within the richest. The close link between poverty 
and child marriage in rural areas, where most of the early marriages 
take place, has also been reported by Ghosh (2011). In a survey of 
twenty- to twenty-four-year-old women in Bihar, 18 percent of mar-
ried women were married at the age of fifteen and 60 percent were 
married at the age of eighteen; the median age at marriage was eigh-
teen (Sajeda 2011, Table 1).23

Partner violence in marriage also threatens women, perhaps espe-
cially child brides who are isolated from their families and whose youth 
further complicates their ability to stand up for their rights. Accord-
ing to the NFHS-3, 34 percent of women between fifteen and forty-
nine years of age experienced physical violence at some point since 
age fifteen; in 85.3 percent of the cases, the husband was responsible 
(IIPS and Macro International 2007, 497, 500). Abuse of wives and 
young children for “disciplinary” purposes usually has a customary 
rather than a formal and legally condoned character. Devastatingly for 
women’s health, dignity, and self-determination, more women even 
than men (54 percent of women versus 51 percent of men) tolerate the 
idea and the practice of hitting or beating a wife as deserved punish-
ment for various transgressions (IIPS and Macro International 2007, 
475–77). The correlation between IPV and maternal-child health 
is indisputable. Among mothers who have experienced IPV, infant 
and child mortality amounted to 79.2 and 103.6 out of 1,000 births 
among infants and children, respectively, compared to 59.1 and 74.8 
out of 1,000 births, respectively, for those infants and children whose 
mothers did not experience IPV (Silverman et al. 2011, 22–27).24 The 
acceptance and expectation of IPV demands special training for police 
in order to deliver necessary and appropriate protection for both 
women and for children.

Child marriage can serve as a form of “sexual service” and bond-
age in circumstances where there are no traditional securities of adult 
unions. One result of this situation includes girls carrying out pubes-
cent age pregnancies, as well as relegation to sexual and household 
bondage. If and when these children are abandoned as extremely 
young mothers, they are left with very limited options, particularly 
given their lack of education, unstable social and familial networks, 
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136 Bellows and Jenderedjian

inexperience with paid work, and the stigma of already being “mar-
ried.” Other outcomes of child marriage include child brides’ own 
undernourished status, as well as the likely cyclical and intergenera-
tional reproduction of malnutrition in children (see also chapter 4 of 
this volume).

In an important attempt to abolish the violence of child marriage, 
India adopted The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act in 2006 (Min-
istry of Law and Justice (Legislative Department) [India] 2007). The 
act breaks legal and historical precedence in India by declaring child 
marriage voidable and prescribes the minimum age for marriage 
of boys and girls to continue to be 21 and 18, respectively.25 The 
act requires the former husband or his parents to pay maintenance 
money to the girl until her remarriage. Additionally, the act pros-
ecutes the solemnization of a child marriage or cohabitation with a 
child bride.

Changing cultural practice is slow and the optimistic law has also 
had to concede serious limitations. The act appears to have driven 
child marriage underground to a possibly greater extent than it has 
prevented it. As reported by Ghosh (2011, 204), only six police cases 
of child marriage were registered in 2008 following the act’s adoption 
in West Bengal, a state with an otherwise relatively high rate of child 
marriage in India. The law also does not regard child marriage invalid 
unless one of the contracting parties objects to it within a stipulated 
period, nor does it prohibit the cohabitation of a child bride with her 
husband. Furthermore, in the case of divorce or separation, the act 
does not protect the child bride from non-payment or irregular trans-
fers of maintenance money by the former husband before the woman’s 
(eventual) remarriage (see Ghosh 2011).

In this context, the right to adequate food and nutrition for girls 
and women rests not in their ability to navigate a difficult world 
with autonomy. Legal advances notwithstanding, traditional harm-
ful practices consign the fate of many girls and women, sometimes 
a majority of them, to a system of human bondage that denies 
basic human rights, including sexual and reproductive rights. Thus, 
efforts related to nutrition discrimination and infant-child mortal-
ity must, necessarily, establish and protect girls’ and women’s basic 
right to dignity in the context of partner selection, sexual choice, 
and reproductive lives. Any other approach will prove unsustainable 
and unsuccessful.

Providing nutrition interventions, like micronutrient supplementation, 
food fortification, nutrition education, or cheap or free food, may provide 
short-term relief for select populations. However, it does not realize the 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 137

right to adequate food and nutrition for child-age mothers, nor will any of 
these options empower women unless they include an assessment of, and 
engagement with, the structural violence routinely faced by these young 
women. If we hope to mainstream women into food and nutrition security 
policy, girls must not grow up with the expectation, much less the accep-
tance, of being sold off into forced marriage or of violent retaliation if they 
do not fulfill their husbands’, other male household members’, or elder 
female in-laws’ household expectations. Attention to, and respect for, all 
which frames human capabilities for self-determination is the critical lens 
through which food and nutrition intervention for women and girls must 
be addressed.

Human rights place governments under the obligation to protect the 
interdependence and indivisibility of women’s human rights, including 
their bodily integrity, reproductive rights, access to education, etc., in 
addition to their right to adequate food and nutrition. Human rights 
characteristics of interdependence and indivisibility recognize that the 
right to adequate food and nutrition will not and cannot be success-
fully addressed in isolation. The systematic conditions of discrimination 
and marginalization that conspire against individuals’ and groups’ food 
secure status must be addressed. Otherwise, intervention is only a so-
called “band-aid,” a short-term fix whose affect will quickly wear away 
because the conditions leading to poverty and want remain constant. For 
example, girls will have a greater range of life options and human secu-
rities if richer men and well-off parents searching for a bride for their 
sons are not allowed to enact the violence of essentially buying young 
girls, and, likewise, if poorer families do not sell off their daughters in 
order to achieve greater economic and social security. The greater range 
of life options in turn will result in girls’ and women’s improved self-
determination in establishing positive nutritional status for themselves, 
their children, their families, and their communities. To realize the right 
to adequate food and nutrition, as also other economic and political 
rights, states must acknowledge and carry out their obligation to respect, 
protect, and fulfill girls’ and women’s human rights to dignity, self- 
determination, and non-discrimination through legal mechanisms, institu-
tional reform, and a refusal to allow traditional harmful practices to take 
precedence over basic human rights.

WOMEN’S RIGHT TO ADEQUATE FOOD AND NUTRITION: 
LINKING GENDER MAINSTREAMING WITH APPROACHES  
TO ADDRESS VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Mainstreaming a gender perspective is the process of assessing the 
implications for women and men of any planned action, including leg-
islation, policies or programmes, in all areas and at all levels. It is a 
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138 Bellows and Jenderedjian

strategy for making women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences 
an integral dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation of policies and programmes in all political, economic and 
societal spheres, so that women and men benefit equally and inequality 
is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender equality. (UN 
General Assembly 1997, 27)

Challenges to Mainstreaming Women in Food and Nutrition 
Human Rights and Security

The concept of gender mainstreaming was proposed at the 1985 Third World 
Conference on Women in Kenya, developed in the subsequent decade, and 
formally introduced during the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women 
in Beijing. Although critiqued for cultural insensitivity, Western bias, coopt-
ing feminist analysis, technocratic and apolitical practice, and superficial 
buy-in devoid of needed investment for change (Eerdewijk and Davids 
2014; Ferree 2011; Ferree and Pudrovska 2011; Parpart 2014; Smyth 2007; 
Spivak 1999; Tiessen 2007; True 2011), gender mainstreaming operates 
as a strategy for many national states and development agencies to design 
planned actions with a view toward how those actions would have different 
and specific implications for women and men. The critique notwithstand-
ing, gender mainstreaming provides a now widely accepted framework for 
centering women in public policy decision-making with regard to women 
realizing the right to adequate food and nutrition for themselves, their fami-
lies, and their communities. We argue, however, that gender mainstreaming 
programs in practice underestimate the power and potential of structural 
violence as a barrier to women’s public participation. Therein lies part of the 
answer to the book’s question of why women continue to experience worse 
conditions of hunger and malnutrition at the same time as so many claim to 
recognize and address injustice toward women.

The goal of gender mainstreaming is gender equality, which, in turn, is 
often understood to be achievable through women’s empowerment. Empow-
erment is considered by many development organizations and increasingly 
by nation states as a key component of gender mainstreaming and the 
human rights-based approach, where the ability of rights holders to “protect 
and advance their rights and interests” (CLEP 2008, 3) is fundamental for 
participation in establishing rights claims. No universal agreement exists, 
however, on the concept or measurement of empowerment. In fact, it is a 
highly contested term that is criticized for the patronizing assumption that 
powerful groups can bestow, that is, empower, weaker groups.26 The coun-
ter belief asserts that marginalized groups must claim power for themselves 
through a process of internal “conscientization” and external confronta-
tion, not collaboration or partnership with groups that are more powerful.27 
Powerful individuals and groups do not, as a rule, cede power voluntarily. 
Therein lies the fundamental challenge to the gender mainstreaming effort. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Violence and Women’s Participation 139

Alston (2009, 141) writes that the key point of gender mainstreaming is to 
change “the system” to incorporate women, rather than “changing women 
to fit the system.” But whereas proponents have concentrated on recon-
structing public sector reception to women’s participation, less attention has 
been given to resistance that women face when departing their households 
and changing their roles. When gender mainstreaming inadvertently pro-
vokes retaliatory violence at women for venturing into culturally unauthor-
ized public spaces, the effect reasserts gendered social norms of power and 
hierarchy. Few development initiatives and even less research identify and 
dedicate attention to gender-based violence as an inhibitor of gender main-
streaming, especially perhaps, within the field of food and nutrition security.

On the operational implementation level, gender mainstreaming has 
been criticized as inadequately planned, lacking political commitment, 
underfunded, and limited by top-down design by international development 
organizations (Moser and Moser 2005) and national state agencies (Jones 
and Holmes 2011; Kusakabe 2005; Schech and Mustafa 2010). Perhaps 
this is normal as the excitement and theory of program planning at interna-
tional meetings trickle down through to the grudging realities and dissimilar 
politics of state budgeting departments and then attempts to implement and 
adapt progressive new social strategies face the particular realities and resis-
tances at the local level. However, is there still enough commitment behind 
the relatively popular gender mainstreaming policy to begin to address 
structural violence as a barrier to women’s public participation? We argue: 
yes—with reservation. Since 1995, many states, as well as public and private 
development and aid organizations, have adopted gender mainstreaming 
policies in the areas of food and nutrition security and rural development.28 
The majority of UN institutions (e.g., the Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation (FAO) and the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD) and international non-governmental development organizations 
(e.g., CARE International, Mercy Corps, and Oxfam) working in the field 
of agriculture recognize the profound importance of empowering women to 
promote food and nutrition security. Yet, despite the rhetoric of sponsoring 
gender mainstreaming, in the words of Moser and Moser, its “implementa-
tion remains inconsistent” (Moser and Moser 2005, 11) and the formal and 
symbolic support “evaporate[s]” (Moser and Moser 2005, 15) in practice. 
The 2009 Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook reiterates Moser and Moser’s 
comment and states that “[e]ven when gender is emphasized at the project 
design stage, it is sometimes lost in the daily grind of project implementa-
tion” (World Bank, FAO, and IFAD 2009, 667). Popular policy statements 
devoid of practical program design, timelines, implementation expectations, 
monetary support, and monitoring and evaluation to determine account-
ability, frustrate the intention of gender mainstreaming. For example, the 
study by Alston (2009) demonstrates that a gender mainstreaming initiative 
adopted in Australia into national agricultural and drought policy specifi-
cally discriminated against women. In Northern Ireland, Shortall and Byrne 
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140 Bellows and Jenderedjian

(2009, 296) note that the Department of Agriculture and Rural Develop-
ment “regularly states a commitment to engaging women in their Rural 
Development Programmes, but how this will be done is never explicitly 
stated.” Research in Tanzania conducted by Mkenda-Mugittu (2003) con-
cludes that gender mainstreaming commitments are often limited to for-
mal and numerical requirements, such as ensuring a certain percentage of 
women attendance during meetings or a specific ratio of microcredit loans 
being given to women. The emphasis on “hard data” can effectively detract 
attention from understanding existing gender gaps, recognizing the social 
paradigm shifts necessary to effecting real change, and setting realistic out-
put goals and indicators (Mannell 2012; Mukhopadhyay 2013).

Persons claiming to engage gender mainstreaming in the development 
organizations they represent sometimes give the distinct impression that 
related efforts to include women in their agenda serve political and agencies 
funders’ goals more than they represent the agencies’ own priorities. Such 
pro forma approaches to gender mainstreaming may, in particular, turn a 
blind eye to structural violence risks that women face when recruited for 
gender mainstreaming ends. Tabbush (2010), for example, finds “unrecog-
nized violence” (abstract, 332) that includes high rates of domestic abuse, 
homicide, and power struggles in the streets to be a major obstacle for 
women’s participation in community-based food aid delivery programs in 
Buenos Aires that had been designed to include women. In another food 
distribution example, Grabska (2011) explains how in Sudanese refugee 
camps well-intentioned aid workers, who saw women as disempowered vic-
tims and men as bullies in the food lines, sought to protect women’s and 
children’s interests by prioritizing women’s access to relief food. This over-
simplification of gender roles and women’s greater food access was experi-
enced as demeaning to men in public and kindled their retaliation toward 
the women, putting the women at even more risk.

This short review of literature illustrates how, despite stated goals and 
political good will, gender mainstreaming is occasionally—or often—only 
superficially implemented without attention to quality or evaluation. The 
review also suggests that gender mainstreaming requires more commitment, 
money, time, and research. The following case study reviews studies on the 
impact of gendered microcredit intervention and empowerment programs 
on household stability and violence against women.

Case study 3.7 Microlending programs: the impact of women’s 
success on household stability

Microlending to support women’s entrepreneurial growth, fam-
ily welfare, and economic autonomy has been a gender equity and 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 141

development strategy for lower income groups in poorer and richer 
countries alike since the 1980s. Early reports of success led to a mas-
sive adoption of the program, in many instances without consistent 
attention to diverse cultural needs and sensitivities that have, in some 
cases, resulted in increased violence and reinforced existing power 
relations (Fernando 1997; Hashemi, Schuler, and Riley 1996; Schuler 
et al. 1996). Indeed, initial attention to the social empowerment 
aspects of participants’ lending support groups and other cooperative 
tools has ebbed as microcredit itself has become significant in banking 
enterprises in some locations.

A diverse and still inconclusive body of recent research shows that 
women’s inclusion in microcredit programs can be perceived as intimi-
dating for family leaders (husband, father, or mother-in-law). Data 
suggest that where microcredit intervention is not carefully planned 
and articulated within the community, women’s success in programs 
coexists with increased incidence of diverse forms of domestic vio-
lence. In Bangladesh, for example, Naved and Persson (2005, 13) 
report that augmented economic income increases the risk of domestic 
violence for both urban and rural women. In a meta-analysis of thirty 
studies on the relationship between an increase of women’s income 
and domestic violence in low and middle income countries, Vyas 
and Watts (2009) find no clear correlation and identify varying out-
comes of microcredit programs even within one country. Among other 
points, the authors suggest that initial rises in violence associated with 
women’s economic empowerment may diminish over time. A further 
review of research on microcredit and intra-household relationships 
in South Asia concludes that most women apply for microcredit in 
response to their husbands’ request. In this tenuous situation, women 
do not control loan use; however, they carry the legal and financial 
responsibility in the case of mismanagement and default (Balasubra-
manian 2012).

Research on the impacts of microenterprise programs should 
analyze and compare measures of success, including prevention of 
violence in the context of changing household roles and power rela-
tions, social mobility, and economic empowerment. In one such study, 
Kim et al. (2007, 1798) write that two years after graduating from a 
twelve month microfinance training program in South Africa that also 
included training on domestic violence, participating women reported 
that in the “past year physical or sexual violence by intimate part-
ner was reduced by more than half among the intervention group.” 
Women also claimed greater participation in community civic life, as 
well as a stronger voice in household decision-making. 
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142 Bellows and Jenderedjian

Development Organizations and Violence against Women in 
Food and Nutrition Security Initiatives

Development organizations promoting women’s participation in food and 
nutrition security projects find that gender-based discrimination and vio-
lence disrupt their objectives. Normally, this interference is located outside 
the organization, but sometimes, it is subtly exacerbated from within NGOs 
that have a strong patriarchal culture, with men running the organization 
and being paid and women carrying out the bulk of the work in part-time, 
volunteer, or a combination of part-time and unpaid capacities.29 A num-
ber of development organizations are beginning to develop and test means 
to address discrimination and structural violence directly. For example, in 
some situations, it is argued that the terms of violence must first be dis-
cussed with women among women. In other cases, no change of violence 
can be imagined without men’s involvement.30 Different factors that may 
influence training approaches to addressing violence include program size, 
limited resources, cultural differences, gender makeup of the organizational 
staff, and the range of projects that the organization embraces.31 The fol-
lowing case study introduces how the relief organization Brot für die Welt is 
addressing violence against women.32

Case study 3.8 Brot für die Welt: working with men in 
mainstreaming women

The German ecumenical organization Brot für die Welt (Bread for 
the World) works with its local partner organizations in Asia, Latin 
America, Eastern Europe, and Africa to improve food security, pro-
mote education, health, and democracy, and overcome violence. The 
core of the agency’s and its partner organizations’ work is based on 
the awareness that many of the current gender roles are disadvanta-
geous not only for women, but also for men. Brot für die Welt strives 
to integrate gender mainstreaming strategies into projects. In its 
experience, the promotion of gender equality through gender main-
streaming appears to be most successful when development organi-
zations recognize the need for concomitant engagement by women 
and men, sometimes working together, sometimes separately. In 
accordance with the different contexts in which the partner organi-
zations develop their work, Brot für die Welt reports some successful 
measures for addressing and reducing gender discrimination. These 
include addressing a wife and a husband as a couple instead of iden-
tifying a single head of household, developing women’s leadership 
skills, conducting masculinity workshops, and providing access to 
credit for women (Brot für die Welt 2009).
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Violence and Women’s Participation 143

Political and natural emergencies disrupt codes of conduct and dimin-
ish systems of community protection and policing. Lower status and dis-
criminated against groups can face heighted exposure to social approbation, 
including gender-based violence in the context of post-disaster crisis and 
food relief (Al Gasseer et al. 2004; Benelli, Mazurana, and Walker 2012; 
Pingali, Alinovi, and Sutton 2005; Rodríguez, Quarantalli, and Dynes 2007; 
True 2012). Response programs to such emergencies can be ill equipped 
to guarantee a safe and protected environment for those in crisis to travel 
to, procure, and return safely from points where food, water, and cooking 
fuel are distributed. Sensitivity to risks faced by women, including potential 
exposure to gender-based violence, can be uneven, as well as constrained by 
knowledge, understanding, and limited options in a commonly masculin-
ized emergency management response (Clifton and Gell 2001; Ojaba, A. I. 
Leonardo, and M. I. Leonardo 2002). Emergency programs have tried vari-
ous strategies to facilitate women’s access to food on behalf of themselves 
and their families (Gribble et al. 2011; Rossi 2009). For example, many 
emergency programs now stipulate that women should receive food directly 
to decrease the diversion of donated food for cash sales.33 However, allow-
ing women to stand before men in waiting lines for relief supplies can incite 
anger or jealousy among men that has repercussions for women’s safety. 
The necessity for women to travel to distribution sites, sometimes through 
spaces in which they customarily are not allowed, with or without escort, 
and possibly leaving their few possessions and children unprotected, can 
generate dangerous predicaments (Gell 1999). The program strategy to sup-
ply food to women alone, therefore, carries with it many problems and 
may not be able to ensure women’s and families’ right to, and need for, 
adequate food and nutrition in emergencies. One clear conclusion is that 
the potential exposure to gender-based violence must figure into emergency 
relief planning. To the maximum extent possible, evaluating potential risk 
and planning related safety measures must include women from affected 
communities (Clifton and Gell 2001).

Reflective gender mainstreaming remains central to any policy, program, 
and project aimed at improving food and nutrition security. Any interven-
tion design must consider potential changes in social and gender structures 
and assess the opportunities and risks associated with gender-based vio-
lence. This includes any social protection program that is based on states’ 
obligation to fulfill the right to adequate food and nutrition, especially for 
marginalized groups with constrained self-help capacity.

Violence and the Ongoing Need for Gender Mainstreaming

We have argued that gender-based structural violence lies at the heart 
of why women’s and gender perspectives are not adequately attended to 
in food and nutrition policy, and women’s and girls’ food and nutrition 
status are not improving. The roots of structural violence lie in efforts 
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144 Bellows and Jenderedjian

to maintain and police uneven social power relations. The acceptance of 
 violence—physically and psychologically enacted or threatened—as nor-
mal parades under various guises. This includes certain traditional prac-
tices of discrimination that “other cultures” enact, as well as the rebuff by 
elite groups that believe that they themselves are unaffected and who state 
that “the ‘gender problem’ is long since solved,” and even, “remaining 
voices are hysterical.”

Indeed, an emerging paradigm shift is slowly beginning to address struc-
tural violence as a factor delimiting women’s public sector engagement in 
social and economic lives and their participation in policy interventions. 
Such changes need, however, to grow much further. Developing, monitoring, 
and evaluating policy around violence against women must take into con-
sideration violations concerning women’s and girls’ right to adequate food 
and nutrition. Likewise, those engaged in food and nutrition security work 
must recognize, anticipate, plan for, and monitor the structural violence that 
women must overcome to participate in efforts to realize the capability to 
demand their basic economic, social, and cultural human rights.

The claim that gender as a category of discrimination is passé and 
not relevant for further inquiry and action requires scrutiny. On the one 
hand, gender mainstreaming has been integrated into the legal systems 
of many countries since the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 
(UN 1995), for example, through the introduction of quota systems for 
women in elite political structures, such as parliaments and other govern-
mental bodies. On the other hand, less effort has been made in addressing 
women’s participation when low income status, extreme poverty, rurality, 
or other factors magnify, complicate, and differentiate discrimination (see 
HRC 2012a).34 In other words, gender mainstreaming is too often not 
fully achieved and even stalls in the service of relatively powerful women 
who then join the ranks of those saying the “gender problem” has been 
solved. The result of closing the door on the very open issue of gender dis-
crimination both reinforces discrimination against low income, less edu-
cated, rural, and other marginalized groups, and frustrates opportunities 
to evolve a universal and determined embrace for women’s right to dignity 
and self-determination. Recognizing the lines of advantage and discrimi-
nation among women would benefit, we argue, from an examination of 
the social theory of intersecting power relations and a closer examination 
of the human rights principle of non-discrimination. To this end, gender 
mainstreaming programs should invite civil society oversight, including 
participating NGOs and, importantly, their beneficiaries, for monitor-
ing and advocating on behalf of gender mainstreaming education broad 
recruitment for participation. This, we hope, will encourage a focus on 
more discriminated against groups of women who face the most aggres-
sive forms of structural violence, directly inhibiting their capability to par-
ticipate socially and publically in food and nutrition policy, security, and 
human rights.
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Violence and Women’s Participation 145

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

In summary, women’s and girls’ right to adequate food and nutrition is 
predicated upon the fulfillment of their basic rights with dignity, as outlined 
in CEDAW, and must be in accordance with ICESCR article 11 and Gen-
eral Comment 12. Mainstreaming women and girls into food and nutrition 
security programs must address the structural conditions of gender-based 
violence in private and public spheres, as well as gender discrimination more 
generally. To this end, we make the following recommendations:

General Recommendations Related to Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights and the Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition

To progress toward the goal of including women and a gender perspec-
tive in food and nutrition security, civil society organizations, researchers, 
and policy makers must recognize that (a) women’s right to adequate food 
and nutrition is not realizable in isolation from all of their human rights and 
(b) the multiple barriers of structural violence that women face when being 
“mainstreamed” into existing food, nutrition, and agriculture programs 
should be addressed. Adequate resources to address, and for redress and 
resolve, must be available for research and policy development with respect 
to challenges in women’s lives.

Recommendations Related to the United Nations Committee  
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR)

The CESCR reviews states parties’ periodic reports on the right to adequate 
food and nutrition, as well as the parallel civil society reports. According to 
the 2005 FAO Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization 
of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of National Food Security 
(FAO 2005),35 the states parties’ review should include attention to the criti-
cal engagement of civil society in the development of democratic processes 
of participation in prioritizing goals, monitoring the progressive realization, 
data collection and interpretation, and reporting (FAO 2005, esp. guidelines 
1, 6, 13, 37). The CESCR should consider how well states parties’ and civil 
society reports incorporate women’s specific access to, and violations of, the 
right to adequate food and nutrition, and also, the degree to which their 
own voices and presence are reflected in the reporting.

Recommendations Related to the United Nations Committee 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW Committee)

The CEDAW convention does not specifically articulate women’s unrealized 
right and unequal access to food and nutrition as a form of discrimination 
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146 Bellows and Jenderedjian

against women. Unlike topics such as employment, political representation, 
and education, national and international gender mainstreaming programs 
are rarely constructed to attend to the right to adequate food and nutri-
tion. One outcome is that related food and nutrition human rights viola-
tions against women are rarely included in states parties’ periodic reports on 
discrimination against women for submission to the CEDAW Committee. 
National and international gender mainstreaming objectives and programs 
that promote women’s right to adequate food and nutrition would benefit if 
the CEDAW Committee made public more comments on related violations. 
Further, those comments should be framed in terms of structural violence 
against women. Consideration of issuing a General Recommendation on 
the Human Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition and Women is encour-
aged (see also chapter 6 of this volume). Additionally, the incorporation of 
the right to adequate food and nutrition into other new and existing general 
recommendations would be welcomed.

Violations of women’s right to adequate food and nutrition should be 
framed in the context of violence against women. The Declaration on the 
Elimination of Violence against Women (DEVAW) does not have its own 
committee; violations are handled by the CEDAW Committee. The range of 
violence against women identified in articles 1–4 of DEVAW has been nar-
rowly interpreted in the practice of monitoring violence through WHO and 
NAPs. The result is a monitoring and accountability approach that is not 
designed in theory or practice to analyze structural violence as measured in 
loss of public voice and participation. The CEDAW Committee should in 
general apply DEVAW to its review of gender mainstreaming in states par-
ties’ periodic reports, and in specific with regard to violations of women’s 
access to adequate food and nutrition.

Recommendations for States and Civil Society Organizations

First of all, governments must create and maintain space for civil society 
to participate in the formulation of NAPs and further, governments should 
commit to take steps to implement the NAPs recommendations. Further, 
governments’ NAPs against gender-based violence must recognize connec-
tions between violence against women and food, for example, food depriva-
tion, forced sex for food, punishment related to food work expectations, 
cultural food taboos, and types of economic violence. At the same time, any 
gender mainstreaming effort should reflect on the human rights framework, 
prioritize the involvement and participation of those whose rights are dis-
criminated against, and be shaped and implemented with an attention to 
any actual and potential risks of violences. By this, we mean that gender 
mainstreaming efforts should include an analysis and construction of rights 
holders (those who face discrimination) and duty bearers (those who have 
the obligation to respect, protect, and fulfill the human rights of the rights 
holders, including the operators of the recourse mechanisms who can help 
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Violence and Women’s Participation 147

leverage the voice of rights holders experiencing violations; see also chap-
ters 1 and 6 of this volume).

Recommendations for Researchers

Academic research should further investigate the linkages between struc-
tural violence, women’s right to adequate food and nutrition, and gender 
mainstreaming. Participatory and action-based research methods must be 
integrated into study designs that prioritize strategies to include marginal-
ized and isolated women’s experience into published knowledge and policy 
development. Further studies should include difficult to reach and under-
studied groups that experience violence, such as the elderly, persons with 
irregular immigration status, and traumatized women, men, and children. 
Researchers must pay close attention to, and mitigate, violence that women 
may face for participation in research projects that takes them outside of 
culturally bound roles.

NOTES

1. For a discussion of human capability or the capabilities approach, see Agarwal 
et al. (2005), Nussbaum (2011), Nussbaum and Sen (1993), and Sen (1985).

2. In July 2010, the UN General Assembly created UN Women, bringing together 
under one roof the Division for the Advancement of Women (DAW), the 
International Research and Training Institute for the Advancement of Women 
(INSTRAW), the Office of the Special Adviser on Gender Issues and Advance-
ment of Women (OSAGI), and the United Nations Development Fund for 
Women (UNIFEM).

3. The negative consequences of IPV on children’s nutritional status have been 
documented for India (Ackerson and Subramanian 2008), Brazil (Hasselmann 
and Reichenheim 2006), Egypt, Honduras, Kenya, Malawi, and Rwanda 
(Rico et al. 2011), Liberia (Sobkoviak, Yount, and Halim 2012), and Nicara-
gua (Salazar et al. 2012).

4. For a more detailed discussion on the use of the concept of vulnerability, 
please see chapter 2 of this volume.

5. For analogies between the theory and practice of women’s rights, human 
rights, and the right to adequate food and nutrition movements vis-à-vis 
diverse violences, please see Bellows (2003).

6. As mentioned in the opening section of this chapter, the UN special rapporteur 
on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, 
Juan E. Méndez, points out that forcibly withholding food in detention cen-
ters, prisons, or schools must be recognized as torture or cruel, inhuman, and 
degrading treatment (HRC 2011a, para. 66; HRC 2011b).

7. Regarding family and household-based food withholding, Ayalon (2009) 
states that, in Israel, out of 245 interviewed female migrant home care work-
ers, 43.7 percent reported receiving inadequate food, 24.9 percent experienced 
physical harassment, and 24.9 percent reported sexual harassment. Eziefula 
and Brown (2010) refer to a study conducted among migrant domestic work-
ers from resource poor countries in London in 2005–2006, where 86 percent 
of the respondents reported working over sixteen hours a day, 70 percent 
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148 Bellows and Jenderedjian

reported psychological abuse, 23 percent physical abuse, and 71 percent food 
deprivation. Raj et al. (2011) report on in-law aggression toward pregnant 
women (especially by mothers-in-law who may be reenacting experienced 
abuse) that includes food denial, forced heavy domestic labor, and efforts to 
prevent medical care. Dalal, Rahman, and Jansson (2009) interviewed 4,411 
married women in Bangladesh between fourteen and forty-nine years of age, 
of which 5 percent claimed to have suffered food-related abuse, including full 
or partial restriction of food intake by an intimate partner.

8. The GCAR was initiated by La Via Campesina and its member organiza-
tions, such as Coordinadora Latinoamericana de Organizaciones del Campo 
(CLOC) and FIAN International. The International Seminar Agrarian Reform 
and Gender took place in Cochambamba, Bolivia, in June 2003. For more 
information about the GCAR, please see Borras (2008). For information on 
the topics discussed during the seminar, please see Monsalve Suárez (2006).

9. For background information on this community-based public health and 
nutrition research involving Mexican immigrant women in the US state of 
New Jersey, see Bellows, Alcaraz Velasco, and Vivar (2010) and Schefske et al. 
(2010).

10. Further examples of national social protection policies that target women are 
Malawi’s Zomba Cash Transfer Program, Nicaragua’s Social Safety Net (Red 
de Protección Social), Chile’s Chile in Solidarity (Chile Solidario), Colombia’s 
Families in Action program (Familias en Acción), and the US Special Supple-
mental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC).

11. Please see chapter 5 of this volume for a critical discussion of the concept of 
empowerment.

12. See also chapter 1 of this volume for a brief discussion of the history of CEDAW.
13. The CSW was originally established in February 1946 as a sub-commission of 

the Commission on Human Rights (CHR), but reached a short time later (on 
21 June 1946) the status of a full commission reporting to the UN Economic 
and Social Council (ECOSOC). For more information on the CSW, please visit 
the webpage “A Brief History of the CSW” at the website of UN Women (UN 
Women 2014).

14. HRC Resolution 6/30. Integrating the Human Rights of Women throughout 
the United Nations System (HRC 2007) expands the related CHR 1993 resolu-
tion by decreeing its relevance through the UN system and across UN agencies, 
calling for the inclusion of women’s rights in all phases of the universal periodic 
review and all special procedures and other human rights mechanisms of the 
HRC and its Advisory Committee (14 December 2007).

15. Consider also concurrent further developments of the understanding of health 
and its determinants in UN Security Council (2000, 2002), Rehn and Sirleaf 
(2002), Lindsey (2001), UNDP (2003), and Legros and Brown (2001).

16. The Supplement to the Handbook for Legislation on Violence against Women: 
Harmful Practices against Women describes the nature of harmful practices 
against women and girls as follows: “Women throughout the world may be 
exposed to a wide range of ‘harmful practices’ across their life cycle, includ-
ing prenatal sex selection and female infanticide, child marriage, dowry-related 
violence, female genital mutilation, so-called ‘honour’ crimes, maltreatment of 
widows, inciting women to commit suicide, dedication of young girls to tem-
ples, restrictions on a second daughter’s right to marry, dietary restrictions for 
pregnant women, forced feeding and nutritional taboos, marriage to a deceased 
husband’s brother and witch hunts” (UN DAW/DESA 2010b, 3).

17. Although there has not yet been much progress made by states in regard to 
addressing violence associated with food practices and behaviors in their 
national reports, we note that India’s National Plan of Action for Children does 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Violence and Women’s Participation 149

include nutrition discrimination against girls as a harmful practice (Government 
of India 2005, 18).

18. For example, figures on the proportion of women who have experienced physi-
cal violence at least once in their lives range from roughly 10 percent of all adult 
women in China, Hong Kong, and Azerbaijan to 50–60 percent in the Czech 
Republic and Zambia (UN DESA 2010, 131).

19. Sri Lanka’s NAP, for example, uses the definition of violence against women 
found in article 1 of DEVAW (UN General Assembly 1993), meaning “any act 
of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual 
or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, 
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in 
private life.” Haiti’s National Plan on Violence against Women (2006–2011) 
uses the definition from article 1 of the Inter-American Convention on the Pre-
vention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence against Women (Convention 
of Belém Do Pará) (OAS 1994), “understood as any act or conduct, based on 
gender, which causes death or physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffer-
ing to women, whether in the public or the private sphere.”

20. For further examples of how food deprivation is addressed in NAPs to reduce 
violence against women, see National Women’s Institute [Honduras] (2010) and 
Ministry of Gender and Development [Liberia] (2006).

21. For more information about the general obligation of states parties to the ICE-
SCR to progressively realize the human right to adequate food and nutrition, 
please see chapters 1 and 6 of this volume, as well as the Voluntary Guidelines 
to Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the 
Context of National Food Security (FAO 2005).

22. UNICEF calculates these figures of child marriage as the percentage of women 
aged between twenty and twenty-four who were married or in union before the 
age of eighteen.

23. This cited report on child marriage shows even worse cases than the Indian 
context. For example, in Rajshahi, Bangladesh, 45 percent of girls are married 
by age fifteen, 82 percent are married by age eighteen, and the median age at 
marriage is fifteen (Sajeda 2011, Table 1).

24. Compare population analyses in Honduras, Kenya, and Malawi that demon-
strate that mothers’ exposure to physical or sexual violence by intimate partners 
is highly correlated with children’s malnourishment rates (Rico et al. 2011).

25. Under the 2006 Indian Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, the marriage is 
“voidable” because the contracting party who was a “child” at the time of the 
marriage has the option to nullify the marriage within two years of attaining 
majority. There is provision for the return of all valuables, money, ornaments, 
and gifts in marriage when declaring the nullity order (Ghosh 2011, 201).

26. According to the Encyclopedia of Women and Gender, “disempowerment” 
refers to a heightened sense of vulnerability and lack of control over one’s own 
life and choices that may be produced under certain circumstances (Worell 2001, 
851). Toomey (2011) makes a classification of various community development 
approaches that have a disempowerment rather than empowerment potential 
and cause dependency, passivity, and disbelief in the community members’ own 
strength. See also chapter 5 of this volume.

27. “Conscientization” (conscientização, per Freire 1970) is defined by the Freire 
Institution as the “process of developing a critical awareness of one’s social real-
ity through reflection and action, [in which] action is fundamental because it is 
the process of changing the reality” (Freire Institute 2013).

28. Gender mainstreaming policies in the areas of food and nutrition security and 
rural development adopted by states and development and aid organizations 
have generally not applied a human rights-based approach, let alone the human 
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rights framework (please see chapter 1 of this volume for more information on 
the emergence of this approach).

29. Gender experts of Brot für die Welt and the Association of World Council of 
Churches related Development Organisations in Europe (APRODEV), in dis-
cussion with Anne C. Bellows, February 2012.

30. Vlachová and Biason (2003) point to the complex and multidimensional aspects 
of gender-based violence, recognizing violence experienced by men and boys 
exerted by other males under conditions of war and peace. Both women and 
men can be consciously or unconsciously indoctrinated to violence—whether 
as victim or offender—as a means to power and control. The authors call to 
“move beyond the common narrative of ‘men as perpetrators and women as 
victims’, and begin to envision them as partners in the solution by equally plac-
ing men and women into strategies of prevention and intervention” (Vlachová 
and Biason 2003, 28, note 2). One example of the involvement of men in gen-
der mainstreaming efforts is given by the Farmer Field and Life Schools pro-
gram, launched in Uganda by the FAO, together with UNIFEM and the United 
Nations Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA). In this approach, women 
and men cooperate in participatory trainings covering issues related to agricul-
tural practices and life skills, including gender-based violence (FAO 2010). For 
more information on gender sensitive peacebuilding, please see New Tactics in 
Human Rights (2013).

31. The special issue “Beyond Gender Mainstreaming” of the journal Gender and 
Development, published in November 2012, includes a selection of articles that 
address the problems that organizations face when addressing violence. See, in 
particular, the papers by Mannell (2012) on the experiences of NGOs in South 
Africa, Horton (2012) on the development efforts in post-disaster Haiti, and van 
Eerdewijk and Dubel (2012) on the experiences of Dutch development agencies.

32. For more examples of effective practice in gender mainstreaming, see also chap-
ter 5 of this volume.

33. Examples of emergency programs that have developed strategies that prioritize 
women’s food access are (a) the operations of the German International Coop-
eration Agency (GIZ) in post-earthquake Leogane, Haiti, in 2010, where wom-
en’s and children’s food distribution centers were protected by military forces to 
avoid clashes (Metz 2010), (b) the work of the Cooperative for Assistance and 
Relief Everywhere (CARE) in Horn of Africa in 2011 that prioritized women’s 
safety in access to food with design of specific projects to address the needs in 
different localized contacts (CARE 2012), and (c) the work of Action Against 
Hunger in Ivory Coast that combined unconditional cash transfers with food 
distribution (Truelove and Watson 2012).

34 Public programs, as well as civil society and community-based organizations, 
need internal systems of strong accountability and transparency mechanisms 
to avoid cases of “corporate clientelism,” political favoring, and other forms 
of discrimination in their own circles. Even advanced social support programs 
can improve their efficiency and transparency by providing space for individ-
ual and public oversight by the service clients and civil society organizations. 
For example, the Mexican program PROGRESA/Oportunidades that provides 
social protection benefits to women and their families has been criticized for 
reoccurring power abuses, such as solicitation of benefit shares, political pros-
elytism, and intimidation by the state actors and institutional intermediaries 
(Hevia 2008).

35. For more information on the history of and background on the Voluntary Guide-
lines to Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the 
Context of National Food Security, please see chapter 1 of this volume.
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4 Maternal, Infant, and  
Young Child Feeding
Intertwined Subjectivities and 
Corporate Accountability

Lida Lhotska, Veronika Scherbaum, and 
Anne C. Bellows

INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, we propose that nutritional issues of mothers and children 
must be engaged simultaneously and that childbearing and the potential of 
healthy, well-nourished offspring and mothers must be framed through the 
lens of women’s fundamental human rights over their life spans. In considering 
the balance of power that shapes decisions and practices influencing the real-
ization of maternal, infant, and young child nutrition and health, we discuss 
the role of non-state actors, in particular the private for-profit sector, in relation 
to policies and programs, and their potential impact on the realization of the 
right to adequate food and nutrition of women, infants, and young children.

We present the subject of infant and young child feeding, with empha-
sis on protection, promotion, and support of early, exclusive, and contin-
ued breastfeeding as well as safe and adequate complementary feeding. We 
introduce our topic in the context of the right to adequate food and nutri-
tion and how this right is intrinsically connected with the fulfillment of all 
children’s and women’s rights. Two specific issues contextualize our topic: 
HIV/AIDS and emergency situations. These additional challenges to infant 
and young child feeding tend to be approached on a needs basis as a “ser-
vice delivery” type of intervention, rather than through a holistic human 
rights approach defined in part by dialogue between rights holders and duty 
bearers. Finally, we introduce the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) initiative and 
query the extent to which it offers opportunities or challenges to addressing 
malnutrition, hunger, and human rights in the context of maternal, infant, 
and young child nutrition and health.

SELF-DETERMINATION AND DIGNITY IN THE CONTEXT 
OF HUMAN RIGHTS AND MATERNAL AND CHILD HEALTH 
AND NUTRITION

The right to adequate food and nutrition is not narrowly understood as only 
the right to adequate food stuffs, which might compose a safe, culturally, 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 163

and nutritionally adequate diet, but also as a right to feed (cf. Van Esterik 
1999). The human right to feed incorporates the right to dignity and 
self-determination with respect to the social processes of producing and pro-
viding food, preparing food for oneself and others, eating and promoting 
nutritional well-being to support physical and mental health, and an active 
and healthy social life.

The right to adequate food and nutrition should ensure a progressive 
realization of the highest possible standard of physical and mental health 
for every woman, man, girl child, boy child, and female and male infant. 
The universality of human rights identifies all rights holders equally, as indi-
viduals with dignity and entitled to respect. Women’s right to adequate food 
and nutrition is inalienable; it depends neither on motherhood nor marital 
status, nor on the reproductive or productive stage of a woman’s life. Chil-
dren have a right to adequate food and nutrition regardless of their age, 
gender, or developmental stage. Men also have this human right regardless 
of fatherhood status or productivity.

As articulated in the 2005 update of the 1990 Innocenti Declaration 
on the Protection, Promotion and Support of Breastfeeding by the World 
Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNI-
CEF), breastfeeding is the norm and the only natural form of feeding infants 
and young children (WHO and UNICEF 2005). Breastfeeding extends the 
dyadic biological and developmental connection between mother and child 
ex utero through babies’ physical and emotional dependency on the mother. 
Whereas babies can survive on substitutes for mothers’ milk (referred to as 
“breastmilk substitutes” or “formula feeding”), at least in settings where 
they are prepared and used as safely as possible, breastfeeding has vast posi-
tive short- and long-term nutritional and overall health impacts on both 
mother and child that are “precious and valuable” (Rothman 2008, 1) and 
cannot be equaled by any substitute.1 Breastfeeding is recommended to start 
within the first hour after birth and thereafter to be an infant’s exclusive 
form of nutrition for the first six months of life, followed by continued 
breastfeeding for two years or beyond along with the gradual introduction 
of adequate, safe, and properly fed complementary foods (Lamberti et al. 
2011; WHO 2009; WHO and UNICEF 2003). As breastfeeding is the bio-
logical norm, Cattaneo (2008) posits that the time and resources invested 
toward researching breastfeeding benefits would be better spent by promot-
ing interventions to support optimal breastfeeding habits and by exposing 
the health risks of formula feeding.

Women uniquely have the capacity to gestate and breastfeed; hence, we 
can impute a right to women to nourish their unborn child in utero and 
breastfeed her/him in infancy and early childhood. We emphasize most 
urgently, however, that women’s and children’s right to adequate food, 
nutrition, and health must not be interpreted as, or equated with, a duty 
of a woman to breastfeed. At the same time, any effort to deter women 
from receiving access to information about, and support for, best infant 
and young child feeding practices at home, at work, or in other public or 
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164 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

private spaces also constitutes an infringement on women’s right to feed. 
Both of these approaches reflect discrimination and violence against wom-
en’s self-determination and dignity.

Human rights instruments and the systems in place to ensure the progres-
sive realization of the right to adequate food and nutrition and of health, as 
presently constructed, do not adequately embrace what we are introducing 
under the term the “intertwined subjectivities” of mother and child during 
pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding.2 A child’s health and nutritional 
status is largely and directly dependent on that of the mother’s at the time 
of conception, throughout pregnancy, in infancy, and, more broadly, in the 
context of family socioeconomic condition. It is further influenced by the 
environment in which mother and child live, by conditions, options, and 
pressures at various levels, all influencing decisions related to infant and 
young child feeding in general, and breastfeeding in particular. In turn, a 
woman’s decision to breastfeed or not breastfeed and her capacity to carry 
out this decision, have health, infant development, social, cultural, and eco-
nomic implications. Currently, however, there is no comprehensive frame-
work or convention tackling the rights, needs, and capabilities of both 
mother and child during this critical period of biological, emotional, social, 
and legal interconnectedness.

A focus on nutrition during pregnancy and lactation must not, how-
ever, diminish attention to women’s nutritional needs over their life spans. 
Whether or not childbearing is relevant in a woman’s life, her right to ade-
quate food and nutrition must be recognized, respected, protected, and ful-
filled throughout her entire life span (as must also be men’s). Nevertheless, a 
key component of a woman’s health in maternity is the cumulative outcome 
of her own nutritional well-being as fetus, infant, girl child, and adolescent, 
who throughout motherhood projects her health status forward in her own 
offspring. In maternal and child nutrition, older women often have the role 
of caregiver for children and traditionally pass nutritional health-related 
knowledge and practice to younger women, thereby contributing to the 
nutritional well-being of families and communities and future generations. 
The former United Nations (UN) special rapporteur on the right to health, 
Anand Grover, and other experts in the field suggest that encouraging older 
persons to remain physically, politically, socially, and economically active 
for as long as possible will benefit not only the individual, but society as a 
whole (HRC 2011b).

Chapters one and two in this volume introduce aspects of the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW; 
UN General Assembly 1979) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC; UN General Assembly 1989). Both international treaties have long 
histories of active lobbying, beginning well before the 1945 Charter of the 
United Nations (UN 1945). Both achieved success after the “development 
decades” of the 1960s and 1970s when it became recognized that universal-
ity in law did not produce equal access to rights for discriminated against 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 165

groups like women, children, refugees, and indigenous peoples. Notably, 
human rights for women and children were developed largely separately. 
The complex interconnectedness of mother and child in pregnancy, infancy, 
and breastfeeding has yet to be adequately addressed. Adopted by the UN 
General Assembly in 1959, the Declaration of the Rights of the Child states 
that “the child, by reason of his [sic] physical and mental immaturity, needs 
special safeguards and care, including appropriate legal protection, before 
as well as after birth” (UN General Assembly 1959, opening section). In 
1994, the International Conference on Population and Development in 
Cairo affirmed women’s reproductive rights and included reproductive 
health as a basic human right for women. These landmark developments 
proclaim the individual and inalienable rights of infants and young children 
on the one hand, and women on the other. The separation of these rights 
declarations dodges, however, the unique physical and empathic aspects of 
pregnancy and breastfeeding and, in doing so, disadvantages the potential 
of related policy and programs.

Ongoing de facto discrimination against women and children is evident. 
Girls face more discrimination than boys, although the level of childhood 
gender discrimination overall is under scrutiny and more research is advised 
(UNICEF 2011).3 According to Resolution 7/14 on the Right to Food of 
the UN Human Rights Council (HRC; see HRC 2008), in many countries 
girls are twice as likely as boys to die from malnutrition and preventable 
childhood disease, and it is estimated that almost twice as many women as 
men suffer from malnutrition. Despite the stated protections of CEDAW for 
women and the CRC for children, each year half a million women die from 
mostly preventable complications of pregnancy and childbirth. For every 
death, approximately twenty women suffer from injury, infection, disease, 
or disability as a result of complications arising from pregnancy and child-
birth (UNICEF 2010, 26).

Approximately two-thirds of infant deaths occur within the first 
twenty-eight days; one in seven children in Sub-Saharan Africa die before 
their fifth birthday; and one in four children under the age of five are under-
weight (UNICEF 2010, 14, 22). Due both to unequal access to nutrition 
and bargaining capacity in negotiating sexual relations, girls and women 
aged fifteen to twenty-four in Sub-Saharan Africa are at least twice as likely 
to become infected with HIV than their male counterparts (UNICEF 2010, 
30). HIV infection has an immense impact on both maternal nutritional 
health status and on the manner in which infants of HIV infected mothers 
are fed. Existing reproductive health vulnerabilities and risks are quickly 
magnified both by man-made and natural disaster emergencies; they are 
exacerbated by inadequate reproductive health services. Women and young 
children are particularly affected by emergency situations; gender-based vio-
lence, mental health, and psychosocial issues have an impact on a mother’s 
ability to provide optimal feeding and care for an infant or a young child 
(ENN 2011b; Ziaei, Naved, and Ekström 2012).4
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166 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

As argued also in chapters three and six of this volume, interventions 
in support of mother-child health and nutrition must not treat pregnancy 
and lactation as periods isolated from the rest of life and the longer-term 
well-being of women and children. The heightened challenges and demands 
of pregnancy, lactation, and infancy are magnified when correlated with 
discrimination against women and children. A malnourished and pregnant 
child bride who is sold into marriage by her impoverished family is a case 
in point. Short-term nutritional interventions in the context of such massive 
gender-based violations may be improving the birth weight of the newborn 
but will not improve the girl’s future or her capacity to claim her human right 
to adequate food and nutrition, let alone any other rights. Truly addressing 
maternal and child nutritional health must begin by addressing women’s 
and children’s human rights overall. Eglantyne Jebb, founder of Save the 
Children in 1919, identified the overlapping violations connecting child and 
maternal well-being in the context of larger human rights as follows:

Mankind as a whole is responsible for the world as a whole, and the 
people of every race should unite to get rid of such evils as child slavery, 
premature marriage, child labor and neglect and starvation of children.5

More attention is needed to investigate how gender roles and relations 
impact maternal and child health (cf. Tolhurst, Raven, and Theobald 2009). 
Women and children are not just members of society who require aid during 
maternity and infancy. Neither do women deserve blame for the malnutri-
tion and ill-health they and their children face under diverse conditions, 
including poverty, crisis, and corporate abuse. Women and children are 
rights holders with demands for justice, dignity, respect, and equality. In 
the context of pregnancy, infancy, and breastfeeding, their human rights 
concurrently intertwine and exist individually.

ACCOUNTABILITY, THE BALANCE OF POWER BETWEEN 
STATE AND NON-STATE ACTORS, AND INTERTWINED 
SUBJECTIVITIES

States parties to the 1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR; UN General Assembly 1966), which entered into 
force in 1976, are obligated to protect, respect, and fulfill the human right 
to adequate food and nutrition for all persons. This requires that organizers 
of related projects, programs, and food distribution mechanisms (whether 
public relief, market-based, or traditional/alternative social exchange) 
respect the dignity and self-determination of state party populations.6

The legal and binding obligations of the ICESCR extend to non-state 
actors, such as transnational corporations (TNCs), through states par-
ties’ obligations to protect every human being against human rights abuses 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 167

caused by non-state actors. In this sense, states parties are obliged to reg-
ulate, monitor, investigate, and sanction non-state actors abusing human 
rights; victims of such abuses must have recourse and remedy mechanisms 
available (CESCR 2011). Therefore, non-state actors abusing the right to 
adequate food and nutrition and related rights shall be held accountable.

The practical question then is: how can states parties and the private 
for-profit and private non-profit sectors operating in, or from (with respect 
to extraterritorial obligations), a state’s domain be held accountable to their 
legal obligations to realize progressively the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition? In other words, what kind of oversight processes will help 
to determine whether the action and spirit of related policies, projects, and 
programs serve the population well and proactively?

States parties must fulfill their treaty-linked obligations with utmost 
transparency and in democratic dialogue with their population. However, 
transparency and dialogue alone do not ensure treaty compliance. Monitor-
ing, evaluation, regulation, and recourse mechanisms are necessary in order 
to hold states parties and non-state actors accountable. Therefore, beyond 
the ratification process, the ICESCR treaty obligations should be trans-
posed into national legislation. Ratification and associated national and 
international legislation provide states parties with leverage to regulate and 
monitor treaty obligations, making even more explicit the requirement that 
all sectors—whether public, private for-profit, private non-profit, or some 
hybrid thereof—must operate within the context of these national obliga-
tions to international law. Women and children, as well as men, should not 
have to depend on legally non-binding (“voluntary”) initiatives by corpora-
tions to have their rights protected.

Along with other TNCs, the agrofood industry has become increasingly 
consolidated and powerful. At the international level, there is presently 
no global regulatory system that effectively regulates and monitors TNC 
activities to ensure that they comply with human rights international law 
standards and do not have a negative impact on the right to adequate food 
and nutrition in countries where they source, process, market, and trade 
their goods. At the national level, therefore, it is all the more critical that 
states assume fully the obligation to protect their citizens from corporate 
abuses and violations of human rights, and that they hold these businesses 
accountable to their responsibility to respect human rights in their countries 
and extraterritorially. The 2011 Maastricht Principles on Extraterritorial 
Obligations of States in the Area of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
which do not establish new elements of human rights law but clarify extra-
territorial obligations of states on the basis of standing international law, 
provide an important new guidance (Maastricht University and ICJ 2012).

At both the international and national levels, it has been difficult for 
states parties to hold non-state actors accountable, particularly those in 
the business sector, due to mutual dependencies: income to govern and free 
license to operate. Recent forms of the international development model, 
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168 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

like public-private partnerships (PPPs) and multistakeholder initiatives 
(MSIs), often conflate public and private for-profit interests, confusing what 
should be distinct roles and responsibilities of publicly elected servants. 
These governing hybrid arrangements tend not to be transparent (Ollila 
2003); they squeeze out democratic participation, stifle government incen-
tive to monitor and regulate, and sidestep accountability demands of bind-
ing obligations, settling instead for soft promises of working on behalf of 
public interests (Richter 2001).

With specific attention to maternal and infant/child care, the following 
illustrates aspects of sectoral power imbalance vis-à-vis policy and program-
ming on the right to adequate food and nutrition.

United Nations Human Rights Committees

At the regional and global levels, UN treaty bodies monitor the progressive 
realization of human rights. In Geneva, specific treaty bodies, known as 
human rights committees, specifically or additionally examine states par-
ties’ accountability vis-à-vis the right to adequate food and nutrition. These 
include the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), 
the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW Committee), and the Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC 
Committee). As duty bearers to the international laws, states parties are 
required regularly to submit status reports to treaties’ respective human 
rights committees.7 Through this evolving model, human rights commit-
tees review national state party reports, publicly respond with an evaluation 
of progress to date, and issue concluding observations and recommenda-
tions designed to propel the state party forward. The objective is to hold 
states parties accountable through transparent reporting and committee’s 
feedback thereby: (a) permitting country residents to push their elected rep-
resentatives to follow committee recommendations, and (b) advancing the 
progressive realization of specific human rights and holding non-state actors 
accountable for any abuses of these human rights.

Non-state actors play significant roles at the national and international 
levels in how states parties proceed with the fulfillment of their human 
rights obligations. The unequal balance of power between, on the one hand, 
the private for-profit sector (most specifically at the corporate level), and, 
on the other hand, public interest non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
and other public interest members of the civil society, namely civil society 
organizations (CSOs), results in—as a reliable generalization—greater influ-
ence on the public sector, including governments, by the private for-profit 
sector than by the public interest actors from civil society.

National and international NGOs and other members of civil society 
may submit alternative national reports to the human rights committees. 
This process helps counter the weight of private sector interests and democ-
ratize human rights treaty bodies’ processes by bolstering the profile and 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 169

interests of civil society. CSOs are particularly encouraged to coordinate 
such alternate reports (OHCHR 2008).8

Furthermore, the UN General Assembly and HRC have requested all 
international organizations “to promote policies and projects that have a 
positive impact on the right to food . . . and to avoid any actions that could 
have a negative impact on the realization of the right to food” (OHCHR 
2010, 23–24).9 As described in chapter one of this volume, this reflects the 
obligation of progressive realization and non-retrogression of human rights.

Human rights treaty bodies have the mandate to issue so-called general com-
ments (see, CESCR and CRC Committee) or general recommendations (see, 
CEDAW Committee) on thematic issues. The CESCR has, for example, issued:

• General Comment 12 on the Right to Adequate Food (CESCR 1999)
• General Comment 14 on the Right to the Highest Attainable Standard 

of Health (CESCR 2000)
• General Comment 16 on the Equal Right of Men and Women to the 

Enjoyment of All Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR 2005)
• General Comment 20 on Non-Discrimination in Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights (CESCR 2009).

Through general comments or recommendations, human rights commit-
tees provide authoritative interpretations of the content of particular human 
rights treaty provisions. Motivation to prepare such interpretations arises 
from a united request, such as the call from state and non-state actors com-
ing out of the 1996 World Food Summit that stimulated the generation of 
General Comment 12 on the Right to Adequate Food (for further discus-
sion, see chapter one of this volume). Authors of this volume, for example, 
advocate that the CEDAW Committee issue a General Recommendation 
on the Human Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition and Women (see 
esp. chapter six of this volume). Increasingly, the argument is being made, 
and authors in this volume support it, that international treaties and their 
general comments and recommendations have relevance for the accountable 
obligations not only of state party duty bearers but, also, of non-state actors 
(Right to Food and Nutrition WATCH Consortium 2011).

Case study 4.1 CRC Committee: General Comment 16 on State 
Obligations Regarding the Impact of the Business Sector on 
Children’s Rights

In 2011, the CRC Committee launched a process to develop a general 
comment on child rights and the business sector. This general com-
ment had the potential of becoming a unifying framework that could 
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170 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

guide states parties in establishing regulatory instruments to protect 
children’s rights and emphasize business’ legal obligations to respect 
those rights. With reference to the focus of this chapter, it was impor-
tant to ensure that such a regulatory framework include provisions 
that require businesses to:

• Refrain from unethical marketing of products that undermine opti-
mal infant and young child feeding

• Refrain from undermining known best nutrition and health 
practices

• Operate in ways that do not monopolize local markets thereby 
threatening and/or destroying local food and nutrition economies 
and leading to dependency on global markets at the cost of local 
initiatives for self-reliance and dignity.

Effective NGO advocacy ensured that General Comment 16 on 
State Obligations Regarding the Impact of the Business Sector on 
Children’s Rights (hereinafter referred to as General Comment 16), 
issued by the CRC Committee in February 2013, urges states parties 
to implement and enforce internationally agreed standards.

The Committee acknowledges that voluntary actions of corporate 
responsibility by business enterprises such as social investments, 
advocacy and public policy engagement, voluntary codes of con-
duct, philanthropy and other collective actions can advance chil-
dren’s rights. States should encourage such voluntary actions and 
initiatives as a means to create a business culture which respects 
and supports children’s rights. However, it should be emphasised 
that such voluntary actions and initiatives are not a substitute for 
State action and regulation of businesses in line with obligations 
under the Convention and its protocols or for businesses to comply 
with their responsibilities to respect children’s rights. (CRC Com-
mittee 2013b, para. 9; emphasis added)

While General Comment 16 includes reference to “voluntary actions 
of corporate responsibility,” states are nonetheless required to implement 
and enforce internationally agreed upon standards concerning children’s 
rights, health, and business. This includes the 1981 International Code 
of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes (hereinafter referred to as Code; 
WHO 1981) and relevant subsequent World Health Assembly (WHA) 
resolutions. In conclusion, what General Comment 16 provides is criti-
cally important as it represents a stronger framework to uphold interna-
tional nutrition standards for children, despite the fact that it does not 
have the required regulatory power to hold businesses accountable to 
those standards.
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 171

Corporate Accountability, Corporate Social Responsibility,  
and Global Multistakeholder Cooperation

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) suggests ethical business behavior, but 
upon closer examination is a slippery concept that holds different meanings 
for different persons and institutions.

The term [social responsibility] is a brilliant one; it means something, 
but not always the same thing, to everybody. To some it conveys the 
idea of legal responsibility or liability; to others, it means socially 
responsible behavior in an ethical sense; to still others, the meaning 
transmitted is that of “responsible for,” in a causal mode; many simply 
equate it with a charitable contribution; some take it to mean socially 
conscious; many of those who embrace it most fervently see it as a 
mere synonym for “legitimacy,” in the context of “belonging” or being 
proper or valid; a few see it as a sort of fiduciary duty imposing higher 
standards of behavior on businessmen than on citizens at large. (Votaw 
1973, 11; quoted in Carroll 1999, 280)

In theory, CSR leads to a harmonization between corporate interests 
and social development, including human rights. However, since in prac-
tice businesses cannot and will not relinquish their organizational orien-
tation of profit making, their ethical focus is always in competition with 
business success (Friedman 1970), especially when businesses are so large 
that “stakeholders” have no grounded understanding of business impacts. 
Richter writes: “Relying on corporate self-interest while refraining from any 
meaningful checks on corporate practices is akin to building on quicksand” 
(Richter 2003, 44).

CSR is designed as a voluntary concession on the part of business, not 
adherence to legally binding obligations that engender oversight, regula-
tion, sanctions, and democratic or civil society commentary on business 
practice. Therefore, when businesses enter into MSIs or PPPs with public 
organizations in the name of CSR and social development, the opportunity 
to develop clear binding frameworks and expectations for accountability in 
corporate practice becomes remote. Indeed, such multistakeholder schemes 
and PPPs can sidetrack initiatives to develop legally binding regulatory tools 
and structures for human rights frameworks applied to business practice.

Attempting mandatory, instead of legally non-binding, guidelines for 
businesses quickly reveals the implausibility of relying on CSR to steer busi-
nesses toward adherence to international codes and law. In 2003, the UN 
Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights unani-
mously adopted the UN Draft Norms on Responsibilities of Transnational 
Corporations and Other Business Enterprises with Regard to Human Rights 
(hereinafter referred to as Norms; UN 2003). The Norms articulated a range 
of legal obligations on corporations, drawn from existing human rights, 
labor rights, and environmental standards. Formal obligations were placed 
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172 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

on TNCs and other business enterprises, their officers, and their workers to 
respect generally recognized responsibilities and norms in UN treaties and 
other international instruments. The 1981 Code, that sets rules for the mar-
keting of infant formula, other forms of breastmilk substitutes, and feeding 
bottles and teats, was on the list of instruments identified in the 2003 Norms.

The TNCs mounted an immediate and ferocious opposition to the Norms. 
Among others, the International Chamber of Commerce and the International 
Organization of Employers described the proposed draft norms as “counter-
productive to the UN’s ongoing efforts to encourage companies to support 
and observe human rights norms by participating in the Global Compact” 
(ICC and IOE 2003, 2). The UN Global Compact was launched in 2000 
by UN Secretary General Kofi Annan and is described on its website as “a 
strategic policy initiative for businesses that are committed to aligning their 
operations and strategies with ten universally accepted principles in the areas 
of human rights, labor, environment and anti-corruption.”10 TNC resistance 
to the Norms resulted in their eradication from the UN agenda in 2004. In 
2006, the UN Commission on Human Rights was disbanded and replaced by 
the HRC.11 And so, UN-TNC multistakeholder approaches now fully reflect 
a shift toward what Utting already in 2002 described as “lukewarm volun-
tary initiatives [that] have crowded out important mechanisms and institu-
tional arrangements involving new forms of international law, oversight or 
monitoring of TNC activities, mediation or arbitration disputes, and criti-
cal research into regulatory alternatives and the social, environmental and 
developmental impact of TNCs” (Utting 2002, 646). CSR distracts us from 
creating any meaningful change or enforcement of international regulations.

Case study 4.2 UNICEF, UN Global Compact, and Save the 
Children: Children’s Rights and Business Principles Initiative

The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) with Save the Chil-
dren and in partnership with the UN Global Compact developed the 
Children’s Rights and Business Principles (CRBP) with the intention 
to launch them in spring 2012.12 The CRBP effort is based on the CSR 
model championed by the UN Global Compact wherein the focus is 
on legally non-binding measures rather than on states parties’ obliga-
tions to monitor and regulate state and non-state actors vis-à-vis the 
impact of business on children’s rights, including the right to adequate 
food and nutrition. As the UN Joint Inspection Unit (JIU) concluded 
in their evaluation of the UN Global Compact:

[The UN Global Compact annual reviews] are basically a 
self-assessment exercise of business participants’ progress in imple-
menting the ten principles . . . [and] do not depict an independent, 
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unbiased and comprehensive picture of the Global Compact suc-
cesses and failures, opportunities and risks. The Inspectors are of 
the opinion that other performance review mechanisms should be 
put in place to increase effectiveness and accountability. (Fall and 
Zahran 2010, para. 135)13

The International Baby Food Action Network (IBFAN) was con-
cerned about the UN Global Compact approach and warned already 
in its July 2011 comments on the initiative that “[a]s currently pre-
sented, the CRBPI will be another opportunity for business to improve 
its image by its association with the UN system, without any real strat-
egy proposed by the UN to ensure that children’s rights are protected” 
(IBFAN 2011a).

This concern was heard, despite strong opposition by the infant 
food industry. When the CRBP initiative was launched in the course 
of 2012, both globally as well as nationally in a number of coun-
tries with plans to pilot its implementation in 2013, its principle 6.b. 
directed businesses to “[c]omply with the standards of business con-
duct in World Health Assembly instruments related to marketing 
and health in all countries. Where national law prescribes a higher 
standard, business must follow that standard” (UNICEF, UN Global 
Compact, and Save the Children 2012, 26).

Now, the legally non-binding CRBP engage the same language as the 
UN CRC Committee’s General Comment 16, issued in 2013 (further 
discussion to follow). It remains to be seen, however, whether the CRBP 
will reinforce or compromise the expected positive impact of General 
Comment 16 on the fulfillment of children’s rights. The latter is feared 
by public interest NGOs.

Blocking Corporate Accountability: Conflict of Interest

The WHO and UNICEF 2003 Global Strategy for Infant and Young Child 
Feeding (hereinafter referred to as IYCF Global Strategy) defines the appro-
priate roles of companies in relation to infant and young child feeding. The 
definition of the roles is essential to addressing and minimizing risks posed 
by conflicts of interest caused by too close interaction between baby food 
companies and public sector decision makers. The two roles identified by 
the IYCF Global Strategy as appropriate for the baby food companies to 
engage in are: (a) comply with the 1981 International Code of Marketing 
of Breast-milk Substitutes and subsequent relevant WHA resolutions, and 
(b) meet specific quality, safety, and labeling standards set by the Codex 
Alimentarius. Limiting business activity to these roles reduces the risk of 
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174 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

corporate interference with public policy making related to the Code and 
subsequent relevant WHA resolutions. If companies employed their con-
siderable resources to fulfill these two roles, they would best contribute to 
the overall aim of the IYCF Global Strategy “to improve—through opti-
mal feeding—the nutritional status, growth and development, health, and 
thus the survival of infants and young children” (WHO and UNICEF 2003, 
para 6). Nevertheless, infant food manufacturers have continued to pur-
sue involvement beyond these stipulated roles. Many of them have entered 
the domain of public health policy making and implementation by joining 
UN-backed initiatives such as the recent nutrition-oriented initiative that 
started in 2008, Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN), to which we return later in 
this chapter.

Despite clear conflicts of interest, the public sector consciously and per-
versely invites private corporate entities to participate in public sector  
decision-making. Shortly after the introduction of the UN Global Com-
pact, the public-private partnership Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition 
(GAIN) was launched at the 2002 UN General Assembly Special Session on 
Children.14 On GAIN’s Board of Directors sit the corporate partners that 
manufacture much of the processed foods that have tipped the global diet 
toward less locally sustainable diets and higher rates of noncommunicable 
diseases (NCDs; see, e.g., Moodie et al. 2013).15 Among the original mem-
bers of GAIN’s Board of Directors was DANONE, the second largest infant 
food manufacturer and a known Code violator (Lhotska 2008). Due to the 
pressure from public interest NGOs, DANONE was forced to step down 
from the board but continued until recently to be a GAIN partner. Britta-
nia Industries Ltd., for which DANONE formerly was a major shareholder 
and whose stated purpose is to “[h]elp people enjoy life—through healthy 
snacking,”16 is still represented on the board of GAIN, encouraging con-
sumption of junk foods.

The fact that at the UN level there is no comprehensive ethical and policy 
framework to adequately deal with conflicts of interest and help to delineate 
appropriate from inappropriate roles for business, together with the fail-
ure to pass the Norms, enables commercial actors to filter inappropriately 
into the responsibilities of public interest actors, thus increasing risks to 
the integrity, independence, and trustworthiness of public sector actors in 
public policy making.

There are various guidelines on cooperation between UN agencies and 
the business community. They include, for instance, the UN Guidelines on 
Cooperation between the United Nations and the Business Community 
(2000, 2009), the WHO Guidelines on Working with the Private Sector to 
Achieve Health Outcomes (2000), and the WHO Policy on WHO Engage-
ment with Global Health Partnerships and Hosting Arrangements (2010a). 
These documents contain a number of useful tenets. For example, the UN 
2009 guidelines list among its general principles for cooperation that any 
UN business arrangements should “[a]dvance UN goals” (UN 2009, para. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 175

12.a) and “should not diminish the UN’s integrity, independence, and 
impartiality” (para. 12.d). Furthermore, they should be based on a “[c]lear 
delineation of responsibilities and roles” (para 12.c) and be “transparent” 
(para. 12.f), meaning that “information on the nature and scope of major 
cooperative arrangements should be available . . . to the public at large” 
(para. 12.f). The problem is that there is a clear gap between such guidelines 
and UN agencies’ practices.

The words “conflicts of interest” appear in various global UN policy 
documents. However, the argument of transparency is often used by UN 
leaders to curtail any debate about the need for effective conflict of interest 
safeguards. Transparency about who and what, that is, who has what role 
and represents what social sector—and thus what their primary interests 
are—is an essential requirement and first step toward addressing conflicts 
of interest. Nevertheless, this so-called “revelation” is not a sufficient safe-
guard against harmful effects on policy making and program implementa-
tion caused by profit motivated conflicts of interest that have not been dealt 
with appropriately.

Therefore, despite reference to conflicts of interest in several UN doc-
uments, the “United Nations family” has no comprehensive ethical and 
policy framework to help adequately deal with both institutional and indi-
vidual conflicts of interest and to help differentiate appropriate from inap-
propriate roles for business (Conflicts of Interest Coalition 2011; Richter 
2004).17

We present two definitions that may help to better understand and 
address this issue:

• “A[n individual] conflict of interest is a set of conditions in which 
professional judgment concerning a primary interest . . . tends to be 
unduly influenced by a secondary interest” (Thompson 2005, 290; 
emphasis added)

• “Institutional conflicts of interest arise when an institution’s own 
financial interest or those of its senior officials pose risk of undue influ-
ence on decisions involving the institution’s primary interest” (Lo and 
Field 2009, 218).

Conflicts of interest do occur, for example, when the wish of UN agen-
cies to attract private sector resources (secondary interest) conflicts with 
their duty to work toward the fulfillment of their “core missions” as 
expressed in their constitutional mandates and functions (primary inter-
ests). Conflict of interest policies and laws are of a very particular nature: 
“Whether they are at the individual or the institutional level, conflict of 
interest policies seek to prevent compromised decisions” (Lo and Field 
2009, 218; emphasis added).

Increasingly, public interest civil society actors are concerned about the 
lack of comprehensive safeguards against conflicts of interest and the role 
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176 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

that industry front groups present when they attempt to pass as genuine 
NGOs and thereby organize to exercise inappropriate pressure on UN pol-
icy and action.

Case study 4.3 Conflicts of Interest Coalition

The trend of businesses positioning themselves within civil society was 
challenged at the September 2011 UN High-Level Meeting on Pre-
vention and Control of Non-Communicable Diseases by the Conflicts 
of Interest Coalition.18 A Statement of Concern (Conflicts of Inter-
est Coalition 2011), endorsed in the same month by 145 national, 
regional, and global networks and organizations working in public 
health, including medicine, nutrition, cancer, diabetes, heart disease, 
lung disease, mental health, infant feeding, food safety, and develop-
ment, called on the UN to:

• Recognize and distinguish between industries, including business 
interest non-governmental organizations (BINGOs) and public 
interest non-governmental organizations (PINGOs) that are both 
currently under the “civil society” umbrella without distinction

• Develop a code of conduct that sets out a clear framework for inter-
acting with the private sector and managing conflicts of interest 
and that differentiates between policy development and appropri-
ate involvement in implementation.

The UN member states ignored the Statement of Concern, recog-
nizing conflicts of interest only in the context of the tobacco industry 
and public health, and calling generally for expanded collaborative 
partnerships at all levels among all actors.

The October 2011 comment in The Lancet by Beaglehole et al. 
(2011) describes the summit as an impressive success. The comment 
emphasizes the idea of a NCD partnership that would “include all key 
stakeholders—civil society, UN agencies, including WHO, the World 
Bank, and the private sector”—and stresses the need for “transparent 
rules of engagement for all partners” (Beaglehole et al. 2011, 1283–84). 
However, The Lancet essay fails to acknowledge the risks for conflicts 
of interest and the need for clear policy to safeguard against these. 
Therefore, those concerned with the improvement and protection of 
public health continue to share one worry: the influence of industry 
sectors whose policies and practices conflict with those of public health 
(WPHNA 2011).

In January 2012, the executive board of WHO attempted to rec-
tify this failure at its hundred-and-thirtieth session and in resolution 
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EB130.R7, forwarded to the sixty-fifth session of the WHA for adop-
tion, requested WHO’s director general “to develop, in a consulta-
tive manner, WHO’s input, called for in paragraph 64 of the Political 
Declaration of the [Summit] concerning options for strengthening 
and facilitating multisectoral action for the prevention and control of 
noncommunicable diseases through effective and transparent partner-
ship, while safeguarding public health from any potential conflict of 
interest, and submit it to the Secretary-General by the end of 2012” 
(WHO 2012a, EB130/R.7, para. 2.2). This wording did not survive 
intensive lobbying by industry and industry friendly governments at 
the sixty-fifth WHA session (WHA 2012a).

The decision was taken to develop a global coordination mecha-
nism “to improve coordination of activities which address functional 
gaps that are barriers to the prevention and control of noncommuni-
cable diseases” (WHA 2013, para. 15) and “with a view to perform 
collectively, in a coordinated and coherent manner, a set of actions 
for Member States, international partners and the private sector, and 
WHO comprised in the WHO Global NCD Action Plan 2013–2020” 
(WHO 2013b, para. 3). The global coordinating mechanism is under-
stood as yet another MSI, with the corporate sector seen as an equal 
partner.

The policy shift toward closer cooperation between the UN and the corpo-
rate sector has created an environment in which many have come to believe 
there seems to be no alternative to having private sector actors as “partners” 
and “stakeholders” in any public initiative. We face a crisis of insufficient 
scrutiny of the actual conduct of corporate “partners,” for example, baby 
food manufacturers; all seem accepted. In 2011, for instance, the UN sec-
retary general called on all actors to contribute to the 2010 Every Woman 
Every Child initiative in terms of policy, service, and product delivery, and 
through financial support.19 Thus, the private sector actors can relatively 
easily use UN initiatives to gain influence in public policy making arenas 
that intersect with their market goals and, at the same time, “bluewash” 
their tarnished images through association with the UN.20

Case study 4.4 Nestlé’s nutrition education program to teen 
mothers in India

As already described, in 2011 the UN called on all actors in the secre-
tary general’s 2010 Every Woman Every Child initiative to submit their 
commitments in policy, service, or product delivery area, and financial 
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178 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

commitments. Nestlé’s initial, and no longer available, internet com-
mitment statement to the implementation of the UN Secretary general’s 
Every Woman Every Child initiative follows (emphasis added):

Nestlé commits to expanding nutrition education to teenage girls 
in all its milk villages in India before they reach the age of mar-
riage, so that they will have the nutritional knowledge to best feed 
their children when they reach childbearing age. Nestlé also aims to 
double the number of countries covered by its Healthy Kids Global 
Program launched in 2010, and already has programs in over 50 
countries reaching 5 million children.21

This initial Nestlé statement almost explodes with the revelation that 
the corporation views teenage girls not as young women with human 
rights, including reproductive rights, but rather in a narrow biological 
straightjacket that identifies them as potential future consumers and 
feeders of inferior Nestlé products for infants and young children. Some 
concerns within the UN must have been raised, as the original commit-
ment was reworded. Nestlé rethought the transparency of this statement 
and, today, the 2011 corporation’s pledge found on the UN Foundation’s 
website of the initiative reads:

Nestlé’s commitment to Every Woman Every Child is anchored in 
continuing and scaling up a host of programs, including the expan-
sion of Nestlé Healthy Kids Global Programme (HKP). . . . HKP 
has been designed to address today’s complex health challenges, 
such as poor nutrition and obesity, by teaching school-age children 
the value of good nutrition and physical activity.22

This Nestlé case study raises a set of fundamental questions: why does 
the UN accept a commitment that goes beyond the roles defined for infant 
food manufacturers by the Code and the WHO and UNICEF IYCF Global 
Strategy? Why does it give its blessing and confer its image on Nestlé, a 
known Code violator? Why does it allow a corporation with clear ulterior 
motives to take on a role of a nutrition educator for children? Why does it 
not challenge the company to refrain from marketing infant foods in viola-
tion of the Code and from producing and marketing unhealthy foods high 
in salt, fat, and sugar for children?

A strategy that allows Nestlé, the world’s largest manufacturer of 
breastmilk substitutes, to educate teenage girls on infant and young 
child feeding contradicts the foundational purpose of the Code: namely, 
to ensure that parents receive unbiased and complete information about 
breastfeeding and the risks of artificial feeding. With the intention to pre-
vent manufacturers from influencing women’s infant feeding decisions, 
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the Code explicitly prohibits any contact between baby food manufac-
turers and pregnant women and mothers of infants and young children. 
We are distressed to see Nestlé unethically programming nutrition edu-
cation for girls as objects of child and teen marriage and reproduction 
and accepting the possible denial of their human rights in personal rela-
tionships and reproduction. We further observe with great reservation 
Nestlé’s expectation to expand the number of countries in its HKP, won-
dering why the UN accepts such a commitment. In its pretense of social 
beneficence, CSR promotes ongoing ignorance and dependence. While 
businesses expand their profits and create a superficial identity by which 
their deeds are regarded as heroic, in reality their efforts are shamelessly 
exploiting women, children, and infants as opportunities to generate 
“good PR” and new customers.

THE INDEPENDENT AND INTERTWINED SUBJECTIVITIES  
OF WOMEN AND CHILDREN

Respect, protection, and fulfillment of the right to adequate food and 
nutrition of women and children depend upon understanding their 
unique intertwined relationship in pregnancy, childbirth, and breast-
feeding stages. Unfortunately, legal and programmatic structures on 
behalf of maternal, infant, and young child nutritional health have an 
under-conceptualized framework for addressing the rights and needs of 
this population cohort.

Independent and Intertwined Subjectivities of Women  
and Children

As supported in the 1995 Declaration for Women’s Reproductive and Sex-
ual Rights and Health (WABA 1995), women as independent subjects hold 
human rights to reproductive and sexual autonomy rights which embrace 
the full range of decisions related to partnerships and marriage, sexuality, 
conception, and motherhood (cf. Labbok, Smith, and Taylor 2008). Women 
require full access to the right to the highest attainable standard of physi-
cal and mental health, as well as the right to adequate food and nutrition, 
regardless of whether or not they themselves have children. CEDAW affirms 
that women’s dignity and freedom require that childbearing be an outcome 
of informed decision (UN General Assembly 1979, arts. 10(h), 11.2, 12, 
and 14.2(b)).

The realization of reproductive and sexual rights is crucial for women’s 
and children’s right to health and for the reduction of their mortality and 
morbidity (“Women’s Choice is Key to Reduce Maternal Deaths” 2012). 
Enormous violations of women’s rights are evidenced in the inexcusable 
maternal mortality rates which constitute the biggest inequality in health 
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180 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

worldwide and are tied to gender discrimination and the immense gaps 
between rich and poor globally, and within nations. Maternal mortality is 
caused directly by obstetric complications aggravated by poor availability 
and access to quality services for delivery. Indirect mortality risk factors 
include early marriage, female genital mutilation (FGM), structural violence 
against women (Paruzzolo et al. 2010), inadequate contraception (Ahmed 
et al. 2012; Richter 1996; UNFPA 2012), absence of skilled individuals dur-
ing maternal labor (Gabrysch et al. 2009), and poorly performed abortions 
(DSW et al. 2009; Grimes et al. 2006; Sedgh et al. 2012; Singh, Sedgh, and 
Hussain 2010).23 Also exacerbating maternal mortality rates during preg-
nancy and childbirth are nutritional deficiencies like anemia often caused 
by food discrimination, violence against girls and women (see also chapter 
three of this volume), cultural food taboos (Gao et al. 2013; UN DESA 
2010, xi), and nutrition depletion complicated by multiple pregnancies and 
inadequate child spacing (Central Statistical Agency [Ethiopia] and ORC 
Macro 2006). These foods, nutrition, and other violations of a woman’s 
human rights mark the subjectivity of a fetus, infant, or young child not as 
uniquely independent, but concurrently as a physical, psychological, and 
intergenerational extension of the mother. Violations the mother faced and 
faces during pregnancy set the stage for infant and child rights to adequate 
food and nutrition through the recycling of the mother’s nutrition status in 
utero to her child.

“Intertwined subjectivities” is the term we introduce to grasp the inde-
pendent and yet critically interconnected rights, needs, and capacities of 
women and children in the stages of pregnancy, childbirth, and breast-
feeding/lactation. The nutrition practices of pregnant and breastfeeding 
women and their children, from the antenatal and newborn period through 
the first years of life, are influenced in many ways: by the balance between 
women’s own choices and the available options to nurture themselves 
and their babies; by the quality and accessibility of knowledge about and 
support for best nutrition practices; and by dominant cultural patterns, 
as well as medical recommendations and marketing tactics for consump-
tion. Health practice might be expected to address nutrition concerns for 
this intertwined cohort as an organic whole, reflecting the biological and 
psychological mother-child interdependence in eating, nutrition, and gen-
erational reproduction. Yet modern medical practice—and the corporate 
sector that supports it—often adopts a compartmentalized or fragmented 
approach that isolates the stages of pregnancy, birthing, and child health 
and nutrition, functionally separating breastfeeding as the third link after 
pregnancy and child birth from its essential role in the reproductive cycle. 
The intimacy of pregnancy continues for mother and newborn after birth. 
While an infant does not appear to have any direct influence over whether 
her/his mother decides to breastfeed, the birth itself and the newborn 
behavior of the baby influence mothers’ hormones and provide a posi-
tive stimulus for breastfeeding. In support, WHO strategies recommend a 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 181

“continuum of care” to overcome the structural separation of birth dur-
ing the extended reproductive period (see, e.g., WHO 2005, esp. chaps. 
5 and 6).

Partners in the World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action (WABA) argue 
that breastfeeding is best framed as a reproductive and sexual right (WABA 
1995). If women are denied the opportunity to freely choose breastfeeding, 
for example, through violations of codes for marketing breastmilk substi-
tutes, they are stripped of bodily integrity and denied the opportunity to 
enjoy the full potential of their body for “health, procreation and sexual-
ity” (Correa and Petchesky 2007, 113). Consistent with the ethical prin-
ciples that underpin reproductive and sexual rights, this means that women 
are denied full personhood in equal measure with men because men have 
no equivalent bodily function over which they are denied autonomy (Cor-
rea and Petchesky 2007; Olbricht 1985). To “freely choose” breastfeeding 
means, at minimum, having access to best practice information, support to 
engage in the best practices of breastfeeding, and freedom from marketing 
interference of other forms of child feeding, as defined in the Code and the 
subsequent WHA resolutions.24 The choice and the practice of breastfeed-
ing expands and extends the interim period of intimate connection in the 
mother-infant/young child dyad, defying the absolute separateness of indi-
vidual subjectivities and rights, and demanding attention to the shifting and 
intertwined rights and needs of both individual subjects.

The confluence of human rights and breastfeeding is a complicated sub-
ject that demonstrates how women’s and children’s right to adequate food 
and nutrition must be considered in the context of both the pre- and post-
natal intertwined (mother-child) dyad, as well as through the broadest inter-
pretation of their individual and full human rights. In recognizing the right 
of a child to the highest attainable standard of health, states parties are 
required:

To ensure that all segments of society, in particular parents and chil-
dren, are informed, have access to education and are supported in the 
use of basic knowledge of child health and nutrition, the advantages of 
breastfeeding, hygiene and environmental sanitation and the prevention 
of accidents. (UN General Assembly 1989, art. 24(e))

The intersection of rights of women to breastfeed, of women to decide 
whether or not to breastfeed, and of infants to receive the best possible 
nutrition, evokes strong and sometimes divisive professional, emotional, 
legal, and ethical commitments and perspectives. If women are given com-
plete and unbiased information and support and have all the obstacles to 
breastfeeding eliminated, including marketing interference, they are likely 
to choose breastfeeding over formula feeding. It is thus essential that 
related debates do not lose sight of the larger frame of corporate actors’ 
participation—and state actors’ complicity through lack of regulation—in 
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182 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

the social and commercial manipulation and misinformation regarding the 
normative value of breastfeeding.

Infants’ capacity to exercise their right to adequate food and nutrition 
and to health depends upon other people. Due to the immediate and direct 
dependence of infants on their mothers, the nutritional status of infants 
is determined not only by the quality of the food, health services, and 
care they receive directly, but also by the food, health services, and care 
received by the mother herself (Ashworth and Ferguson 2009; Bhutta and 
Labbok 2011; Trickey and Newburn 2012). Mothers, and fathers as well 
(Sherriff and Hall 2011), should be entitled to parental nutrition-related 
services and information in-line with internationally recognized best prac-
tices, codes, and regulations, as well as the right to be protected from 
undue influences from commercial interests not only because of their own 
rights and needs, but also because of their legal responsibility to provide 
for their children. Pregnant women and mothers must have the right to 
work, as well as protection in public and work places that safeguards 
their health and allows them to breastfeed their children as needed. These 
requirements are necessary components to ensure the progressive real-
ization of infants’ right to adequate food and nutrition (cf. Kent 2002; 
2005, 171).

Intertwined Subjectivities in Utero: Re/Production of Nutrition 
Status over the Intergenerational Life Cycle

Nutritional well-being in an adult typically reflects one stage in an intergen-
erational health cycle that includes positive and/or negative nutritional sta-
tus during childhood, in utero, and reaching back even to a child’s mother’s 
nutritional status prior to and during pregnancy.

Malnutrition continues to afflict the woman of childbearing age and later 
years. Poor nutrition, literally and figuratively, reproduces itself in the form 
of intergenerational cycles of growth failure, (leaving malnourished girls 
at nutritional disadvantage in subsequent generations), with serious con-
sequences for maternity, childbirth, and infant physical and mental health 
(i.e., the risk of intellectual deficits). Childhood stunting increases the inci-
dence of low birth weight (LBW) babies in adolescents and adult women. 
For LBW newborns, especially those born into poor living conditions, LBW 
is a special risk factor for health problems during infancy as well as later 
in life, for example, in regards to pneumonia, diabetes, hypertension, coro-
nary heart disease, and growth failure. LBW girls are more likely to become 
short statured (stunted) adult women who face increased risk of complica-
tions during childbirth, including heightened risk of dying and having LBW 
babies themselves (ACC/SCN and IFPRI 2000; Save the Children 2006; 
SCN 2010).

Incidence of poverty and gendered malnutrition over the life span 
are the dependent links between child health and survival, and maternal 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 183

nutritional, cultural, and economic status; they begin their influence even 
before conception. Fetal programming theory (Godfrey and Barker 2000) 
asserts that disease susceptibility (e.g., affecting blood pressure and insulin 
levels) starts in the mother’s womb and influences children’s and adults’ 
health as they mature. Maternal malnutrition can impair the growth of 
fetal organs leading to permanent changes in structure and functioning of 
the fetus’ body (Godfrey and Barker 2000; Thurnham 2012; A. F. Williams 
2009).25

In 2000, the concept of “nutrition throughout the life cycle” began 
inspiring intervention strategies to improve the nutritional status of women 
before and during pregnancy with the Fourth Report on the World Nutri-
tion Situation: Nutrition throughout the Life Cycle of the UN Administra-
tive Committee on Coordination/Subcommittee on Nutrition (ACC/SCN) in 
collaboration with the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI; 
see ACC/SCN and IFPRI 2000).26 This report failed, however, to describe 
either the role or potential of breastfeeding to address the critical window 
of child development from conception until two years of age or the inter-
generational nature of a life cycle approach. Further, therefore, breastfeed-
ing’s potential, as a best nutrition practice because of its capacity to even 
out much of the negative impact of discrimination and poverty on nutrition 
status, was not emphasized.

Ten years later, the Sixth Report on the World Nutrition Situation 
reiterates the importance of the life cycle approach, arguing that birth 
weight can be rapidly improved even in populations of short statured 
adult women by improving their diet through quantity and quality (SCN 
2010). Although the 2010 report fails to emphasize the importance of 
breastfeeding (Thurnham 2012), the progressive text does link mater-
nal malnutrition to social discrimination (i.e., early marriage and teen 
pregnancy), and promotes nutritional and family planning activities, not 
only to augment newborn birth weight but to redress and reverse social 
inequalities and to make concrete contributions to the “progressive real-
ization of the rights of the girl child and of the adolescent mother” (SCN 
2010, 63).

Intertwined Subjectivities Ex Utero: Infant and Young  
Child Nutrition

As earlier stated, breastfeeding is the norm and the only best practice for 
infant feeding up to approximately six months of a child’s life (WHO and 
UNICEF 2005). The benefits accrue to all mothers regardless of age of 
conception, wealth or poverty, or other factor, as well as to their infants 
and young children. These benefits last across the life cycles. Best practice 
breastfeeding benefits families, communities, and nation states through the 
engagement of a local, renewable, lowest cost, and best quality nutrition 
and public health resource.
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184 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

Case study 4.5 Impact of breastfeeding

The impact of breastfeeding on mothers. Immediate postpartum 
breastfeeding results in less postpartum bleeding, synchronization 
of mother-child sleep patterns, enhanced self-esteem, lower rates of 
postpartum depression, decreased incidence of osteoporosis through 
improved calcium metabolism, better return to pre-pregnancy weight, 
delay of the return of fertility,27 and risk reduction for type 2 diabe-
tes, coronary heart disease, and ovarian, breast, and other reproductive 
cancers later in life. These outcomes in turn lower the risk of maternal 
death from postpartum bleeding and reduce postpartum trauma while 
fostering mother-baby bonding through sleep synchronization and 
intensive skin to skin contact that releases anti-stress hormones (Groer 
and Davis 2006; LINKAGES 2001; Scherbaum, Rouw, and Hormann 
2011; Stuebe 2009).

The impact of breastfeeding on children. Relative to artificially fed 
infants, immediate and continued postpartum breastfeeding provides 
immeasurable immunological protection from the colostrum (first 
milk), especially immediately after birth: enhanced immune functions; 
self-regulation of nourishment intake; protection against diarrhea, 
respiratory diseases, otitis media, and urinary tract infections; pro-
motion of correct development of jaw and teeth; improved cognitive 
development; greater visual and hearing functions; and decreased risk 
of chronic diseases like obesity, cancer, adult cardiovascular diseases, 
allergic conditions, and diabetes mellitus (Gartner et al. 2005; Gill-
man et al. 2001; Lamberti et al. 2011; Scherbaum and Bellows 2009; 
Scherbaum, Rouw, and Hormann 2011; Stuebe 2009; WHO 2007, 
2009).

According to a meta-study review by Edmond et al. (2006), early 
initiation of breastfeeding could prevent 16 percent of neonatal deaths 
if all infants were breastfed from day one and 22 percent if breastfeed-
ing started within the first hour of birth. Jones et al. (2003) calculated 
that up to 13 percent of under five-year-old deaths could be prevented 
through breastfeeding promotion and 6 percent through appropriate 
complementary feeding (introduced below). The nutritional impact of 
continued breastfeeding, which starts from a completed six months 
of exclusive breastfeeding up to two years old or beyond, is often 
poorly understood. As continued lactation provides about one-half of 
an infant’s energy needs up to the age of one year and up to one-third 
during the second year of life (Brown, Dewey, and Allen 1998; WHO 
2009), it also reduces the pressure on complementary feeding to fill 
the tremendous nutrient gaps within a few months in case of rapid 
secession of breastfeeding.
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 185

Positive impacts of breastfeeding on both child and mother. 
A meta-analysis by Gale et al. (2012) suggests that breastfeeding 
may have a small protective effect against the development of obe-
sity among children and mothers. Compared with breastfeeding, for-
mula feeding is associated with altered body composition for infants, 
including a higher fat mass.28

Positive impacts of breastfeeding beyond the child-mother dyad. 
Breastfeeding can strengthen family ties, promote family nutritional secu-
rity, has short and long-term economic advantages (e.g., less spending on 
formula, feeding utensils, medical care, etc.; Ball and Wright 1999; Rouw, 
Hormann, and Scherbaum 2015), and assists birth spacing as a natural 
birth control. Breastfeeding saves time (e.g., from fetching water and fuel, 
preparing bottles, taking a sick child to the health center, shopping for 
formula, etc.). Breastmilk is a renewable resource at the heart of local 
food systems and the transfer of mother’s milk to her baby saves resources 
(e.g., water, fuel, energy committed to the production of cartons, bottles, 
and teats, as well as the cost of transport and disposal of waste produced 
by bottle feeding). Countries can economize large amounts of cash, often 
in foreign exchange, that is presently dedicated to the purchase and dis-
tribution of commercial breastmilk substitutes; they can save health care 
expenses for preventable, acute, and chronic illnesses. The direct “cost” 
of breastfeeding in the form of increased nutrient requirements for breast-
feeding mothers is relatively small compared to the costs of artificial feed-
ing, amounting to approximately 300 to 500 additional kilocalories of a 
well-balanced diet (LINKAGES 2009).29 During the late 1990s in India, 
for example, women produced approximately 3,900 million liters of milk 
over a two year period at the national level. If this milk were purchased in 
the form of tinned cow’s milk, the cost would have been about USD three 
billion (Gupta and Khanna 1999).

Beyond the recommended six months of exclusive breastfeeding both in 
developing and developed-country setting (Kramer and Kakuma 2012), most 
infants need to receive other foods to meet their nutritional needs and to 
become accustomed to the eating habits of the family and community (Palmer 
2011). These additional foods complement the child’s breastmilk diet and thus 
frame the terminology of “complementary feeding.” It is recommended that 
breastfeeding itself continue for two years or longer as the complementary 
foods are gradually introduced. Research from more industrialized countries 
indicates that complementary food should be introduced under the protection 
of breastfeeding and definitely not before the age of four months in order to 
prevent or minimize the development of allergies in young children (Grimshaw 
et al. 2013, Krawinkel 2011a, b; Scherbaum, Rouw, and Hormann 2011).30 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



186 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

WHO’s global public health recommendation for the introduction of comple-
mentary foods at six months has been repeatedly challenged. However, as Cat-
taneo et al. (2008) write, such “papers on the timing of complementary feeding 
are based on weak evidence and do not justify a change of the current policies 
for 6 months of exclusive breastfeeding as a public health recommendation.”

During the complementary feeding period (six to twenty-four months), 
a baby should gradually become accustomed to eating family foods (Bur-
gess, Bijlsma, and Ismael 2009). However, these timings are only approxi-
mations. Children do not sit without help or start walking and talking at 
the same given age and, similarly, children do not need additional foods 
exactly at the same time (Rapley 2006). Nevertheless, although it does not 
correspond to the physiological realities of all children, the six month cut off 
point is a necessary public health policy decision and a public health tool as 
it also helps to prevent baby food companies from marketing their comple-
mentary foods at too early an age. The six to twenty-four month window 
is of utmost importance because it is the time when rates of malnutrition 
usually peak (Dewey and Adu-Afarwuah 2008). Especially for infants at six 
to eight months, the timely and appropriate introduction of complementary 
foods, which also includes dietary diversity and iron rich foods, is associated 
with significantly reduced risk of underweight and stunting (Marriott et al. 
2012; WHO and UNICEF 2003). Yet, complementary feeding frequently 
begins too early or too late and complementary foods are often nutritionally 
inadequate and unsafe.31 During the transitional period when complemen-
tary feeding begins, infants are particularly vulnerable (WHO 2003). If a 
complement is introduced too early, there is an increased risk of diarrheal 
disease and the development of allergic diseases; if too late, the risk of mal-
nutrition increases (Kaufmann and Scherbaum 2003; Lamberti et al. 2011).

While article 24 of the 1989 CRC (UN General Assembly 1989) refers to 
children’s rights related to the “provision of adequate nutritious foods and 
clean drinking-water” as well as to the right of parents to learn the “use of 
basic knowledge of child health and nutrition,” the convention does not 
specify how to go about it, especially in the case of adequate complemen-
tary feeding. In 2003, the aforementioned IYCF Global Strategy (WHO and 
UNICEF 2003) provided broad guidance on complementary foods.

Case study 4.6 Guidance on complementary feeding

To ensure children‘s nutritional needs are met, the following criteria 
should be followed, the first four of which were introduced by WHO 
and UNICEF (2003) and the fifth by Black and Aboud (2011):

• Timely introduction. Complementary foods are introduced when 
the need for energy and nutrients exceeds that provided through 
exclusive and frequent breastfeeding.
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 187

• Adequate. Complementary foods provide sufficient energy, protein, 
and micronutrients to meet a growing child’s nutritional needs.

• Safe. Complementary foods are hygienically stored and prepared, 
and fed to children with clean hands using clean utensils and not 
bottles and teats.

• Properly fed. Complementary foods are given consistent with the 
child’s signals of appetite and satiety, and meal frequency and feed-
ing method—actively encouraging the child, even during illness, to 
consume sufficient food using fingers, spoon, or self-feeding—as 
suitable for the age.

• Responsive feeding, loving care, and stimulation. Complementary 
foods need to be introduced in an environment of love and care that 
extends and complements the stimulation and responsive feeding 
approach of breastfeeding.

During the onset of complementary feeding, clean water, how foods are 
offered, and food quality are all more important than quantity (Flax et al. 
2010; Phuka et al. 2012). Exclusive breastfeeding protects infants from 
compromised water supplies, whereas the safe introduction of comple-
mentary feeding depends upon reliable and clean water access. In Septem-
ber 2010, the HRC provided a welcome reaffirmation regarding human 
rights to water and sanitation (HRC 2010), although this is only a first step 
in acknowledging the problem. Continued non-exclusive breastfeeding 
provides ongoing immunological support as water is introduced in many 
forms and older infants’ diets expand. Complementary food quality must 
emphasize nutrients like zinc and iron that breastmilk increasingly does 
not supply in sufficient quantity, starting at approximately six months. 
Basic nutrition knowledge and adaptive local food systems support infant 
and young child health, and family and community economic security  
(Palmer 2011).

CHALLENGES TO BEST PRACTICE INFANT AND YOUNG 
CHILD FEEDING

The intertwined subjectivities of mother and child as related to infant and 
young child feeding evolve not only in the context of the biology and health 
status of both, but also in everyday life realities. Whether or not mothers 
breastfeed their babies and how and whether they are able to provide safe 
and adequate complementary foods from sustainable local food economies 
is strongly influenced by socioeconomic factors, commercial and cultural 
pressures, and the conditions and contexts in which they live, including 
states of emergencies and chronic health crises.
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188 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

Commercial and Social Challenges

Women and families have a human right to full and accurate information 
about best nutrition and feeding practices for infants and young children 
(i.a., foundational sources include article 11.2(a) of the ICESCR (UN Gen-
eral Assembly 1966), article 24.2(e) of the CRC (UN General Assembly 
1989), and the Code, especially article 4 (WHO 1981)). Priorities imposed 
by profit and misguided cultural tradition can interfere with this right, the 
latter providing leverage to industry to propel their markets in violation of 
internationally agreed rules of marketing.

Commercial Challenges and Commerciogenic Malnutrition

Popularization of the idea that animal milk and milk products are equal or 
superior to (human) mother’s milk for infant health presents ethical, moral, 
and legal challenges. These include for the principal of “do no harm,” a 
disavowal of the dignity of human families, and a disparagement of human 
rights to adequate food and nutrition and to the highest attainable standard 
of health, not to mention a lack of respect for the right to full and unbiased 
information (cf. Palmer 2009).

The practice of breastfeeding has been under attack in many industrialized 
countries since before the development of the infant formula market. How-
ever, this market, introduced in the late nineteenth century and expanding 
ever since, represents a particular challenge. Already in the 1930s, propa-
ganda for, and the malnutrition and death risks from, breastmilk substitutes 
was faulted. In a talk to the Singapore Rotary Club in 1939, Cicely Williams 
stated, “misguided propaganda on infant feeding should be punished as the 
most criminal form of sedition, and that these deaths should be regarded as 
murder” (Allain 1986; quoted in Richter 2001, 45–46). Nineteenth century 
misinformation of breastmilk substitutes as medically superior nutrition 
for infants established a trend that gradually took on an increased com-
mercial dimension and which continues to today. From the late 1950s to 
1970s, a massive promotion and distribution of breastmilk substitutes at 
a worldwide scale virtually eliminated the breastfeeding culture in many 
countries. The term “commerciogenic malnutrition” was coined to describe 
the negative impact of inappropriate marketing of breastmilk substitutes 
on infant health and nutritional status (Jellife 1971; see also Brady 2012; 
Palmer 2009; Sobel et al. 2011).

Boycotts of certain companies, US senate hearings, and, finally, the 1979 
Joint WHO/UNICEF Meeting on Infant and Young Child Feeding, estab-
lished the need to develop an international code that would set rules for the 
marketing of breastmilk substitutes (WHO and UNICEF 1979). In 1981, 
the WHA, the highest international decision-making body in public health, 
adopted the aforementioned Code. This policy instrument laid out market-
ing guidelines to “contribute to the provision of safe and adequate nutrition 
for infants, by protection and promotion of breast-feeding, and by ensuring 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 189

the proper use of breast-milk substitutes, when these are necessary, on the 
basis of adequate information and through appropriate marketing and dis-
tribution” (WHO 1981, art. 1). As expanded further in this chapter, states 
parties to the CRC have the obligation to adopt the Code into their national 
legislation and support it.

The Code does not say that women are obligated to breastfeed their 
infants, nor does it invite the state to intervene in relationships between 
mothers, fathers, and their infants. The Code is not designed to prohibit 
the availability or use of infant formula and other breastmilk substitutes, 
but it aims at ensuring their proper use when these are necessary. The Code 
aims to end types of marketing that interfere with the right of mothers and 
caregivers to make informed decisions that dissuade mothers from breast-
feeding or that encourage early supplementation of breastmilk. Adequate 
Code implementation removes profit driven obstacles to breastfeeding; it 
assures that parents can make informed decisions about best infant feeding 
practices that are free from commercial pressures.

In response to new marketing strategies, the 1981 Code has since been 
clarified and amplified by fifteen subsequent relevant WHA resolutions with 
the same status as the Code.32 Normally, the WHA addresses only its mem-
ber states. As a result of companies continually hiding behind a rhetoric 
of being in agreement with the aims and principles of the Code and yet 
violating its provisions around the world (IBFAN 2014), the 2010 WHA 
focused its Resolution 63.23 on Infant and Young Child Nutrition with a 
call directly to companies “to comply fully with their responsibilities” under 
the Code and its resolutions (WHA 2010, para. 2).

Frustrated health workers, mothers, families, communities, and policy 
makers have led campaigns to counter the destructive effects of breastmilk 
substitute marketing and formula feeding, and to escalate efforts to promote 
and support breastfeeding (Brady 2012; Coutsoudis, Coovadia, and King 
2009). Yet, the multibillion dollar industry lobby has often succeeded in 
weakening any legal or other national measures that governments are urged 
to put in place to implement the Code in order to protect infants from the 
harmful effects of artificial feeding.

An example of marketing with incomplete information or disinformation 
concerns powdered infant formula (PIF). A case study of PIF and industry 
resistance to related public policy guidelines follows.

Case study 4.7 Powdered infant formula (PIF), intrinsic 
contamination, and state and corporate response-related 2007 
WHO guidelines

For artificial feeding with PIF to be as safe as possible, its preparation 
requires hygienic conditions and access to resources such as adequate 
amounts of clean water, fuel, etc. In the past, and despite imperfect 
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190 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

conditions and a lack of resources, mothers have been both implicitly 
and explicitly blamed for the poor health results obtained with arti-
ficial feeding because of their failure to carefully read and follow the 
instructions on labels.

Labels on PIF products have been shown to be inadequate, inaccu-
rate, and misleading, creating a public health risk. PIF is not a sterile 
product and has been associated with severe invasive infections caused 
by intrinsic contamination, that is, contamination associated with the 
manufactured product PIF itself and not contamination introduced 
from an external (extrinsic) source. These infections can lead to death 
or lifelong disability (Bowen and Braden 2006; Friedemann 2008; 
Iversen and Forsythe 2004). Enterobacter sakazakii, now renamed 
as a new genus with many subspecies, Cronobacter, was detected 
in 14 percent of unopened tins of powdered formula in a 1988 
study (and linked to serious illness and death in infants; Muytjens, 
Roelofs-Willemse, and Jaspar 1988), and in nearly 2.5 percent (two 
out of eighty-two tested samples) of tested powdered infant formula 
in a 2003 study (Iversen and Forsythe 2004). Not even hygienic pro-
duction of PIF for infant consumption appears to guarantee control 
of Cronobacter; less than hygienic conditions further amplify risk 
(Iversen and Forsythe 2004). In other words, for over twenty-five 
years it has been established that PIF is not a sterile product. Crono-
backer sakazakii, a species of Cronobacter, is resistant to heat. To 
inactivate the bacteria, formula preparation requires using water that 
is first boiled and then allowed to cool slightly, but not below 70°C 
(158°F). Notably, this high temperature process also kills healthy heat 
sensitive probiotic bacteria (FAO and WHO 2001) and along with 
them, one set of the PIF industry’s valuable and highly visible market-
ing health claims.33

In 2007, WHO, together with the Food and Agriculture Orga-
nization of the United Nations (FAO), adopted the Safe Prepara-
tion, Storage and Handling of Powdered Infant Formula Guidelines 
(hereinafter referred to as PIF Guidelines; WHO and FAO 2007). 
In the 2008 WHA Resolution 61.20, states are called upon to take 
measures to reduce the risk of intrinsic contamination, including 
improved product labeling and food safety measures (IBFAN Africa 
2008; WHA 2008). To date, few states have implemented the PIF 
Guidelines. One example of appropriate national action is Guidance 
for Parents issued by the Department of Health (DH) and the Food 
Standards Agency (FSA) of the UK (DH and FSA [United Kingdom] 
n.d.). In an additional example, after cases of fatal invasive Crono-
bacter infections in the United States in 2011, the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) published on their website revised 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 191

consumer recommendations on January 13, 2012. These recommen-
dations emphasize breastfeeding to prevent infections and include 
the warning that “[p]owdered infant formula is not sterile” and the 
need to “[u]se hot water (158 degrees F/70 degrees C and above) to 
make formula.”34

Manufacturing companies have resisted the PIF Guidelines. Some 
companies do state that their PIF product is not sterile. However, 
the great majority do not notify consumers about the need to use 
boiled water cooled to no less than 70°C. Not incidentally, this keeps 
the blame for PIF-related child illness focused on parents, and, most 
particularly, on mothers, while at the same time allowing PIF man-
ufacturers to maintain unjustified marketing claims for probiotic 
products.

As stated by Elisabeth Sterken, director of INFACT Canada, an advo-
cacy organization that promotes breastfeeding, “[t]o subvert health 
needs to marketing needs is unconscionable” (quoted in Collier 2009, 
E46). An important testimony about how profits are put before health 
comes from Dr. Yasmine Motarjemi, who served as corporate food 
safety manager and assistant vice president of Nestlé from 2000 until 
2010, when she was dismissed by Nestlé. Dr. Motarjemi was becoming 
“uncomfortable” with the company and repeatedly alerted its leader-
ship about food safety problems, for example, about industry known 
excessive and dangerous levels of vitamins A and D in baby products. 
Dr. Motarjemi highlighted in her testimony a number of examples where 
Nestlé’s leadership did not heed her alerts and was not prepared to con-
sider an internal audit. She stated, “il faut que des bébés meurent pour 
que les choses soient prises au sérieux [babies have to die for matters to 
be taken seriously]” (Bonvin 2013, 56).35 This story further underscores 
that companies cannot self-regulate, and that, therefore, governments 
must fulfill their obligation to protect consumers through laws that are 
monitored and enforced and that hold manufacturers of baby foods and 
feeding products accountable.

The 1989 CRC places breastfeeding protection, promotion, and support 
on the child rights agenda. Since 1989, the CRC Committee has on numer-
ous occasions recommended to countries under review that they implement 
or strengthen national implementation of the Code and adopt additional 
policies, programs, and initiatives in support of breastfeeding, by, among 
others, curbing commercial pressure to market infant formula.36 The CRC 
Committee’s General Comment 15 on the Right of the Child to the Enjoy-
ment of the Highest Attainable Standard of Health (hereinafter referred to 
as General Comment 15; CRC Committee 2013a) clearly stipulates that 
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192 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

states parties to the CRC have the obligation to implement the Code as a 
national law.

Exclusive breastfeeding for infants up to 6 months should be protected 
and promoted and breastfeeding should continue together with appro-
priate complementary foods preferably until two years of age as feasi-
ble. States’ obligations in this area are defined in the “protect, promote 
and support framework,” adopted unanimously by the World Health 
Assembly [WHO and UNICEF 2003 IYCF Global Strategy]. States are 
required to introduce into national law, implement and enforce interna-
tionally agreed standards concerning children’ right to health, including 
the International Code on Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes, as well 
as the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control. Special mea-
sures should be taken to promote community and workplace support to 
mothers in relation to pregnancy and lactation, and feasible and afford-
able child-care services, and compliance to the [International Labor 
Organization] ILO Maternity Protection Convention 2000 (No. 183). 
(CRC Committee 2013a, para. 44; italics in the original)

Once states introduce the Code into national legislation, they have clear 
power to regulate private sector companies’ actions with regard to the pro-
tection of children’s right to health and adequate food and nutrition against 
unethical business behavior. Nevertheless, and in advance of all countries’ 
adopting in full such legislation, the CRC Committee’s General Comment 
15 goes on to clarify companies’ responsibility to not threaten the welfare 
of children, a responsibility which extends to complying with the Code and 
to refraining from promoting foods of poor nutritional value.

Among other responsibilities and in all contexts, private companies 
should: refrain from engaging children in hazardous labor while ensur-
ing they comply with the minimum age for child labor; comply with 
the International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes; limit 
advertisement of energy-dense, micronutrient-poor foods, and drinks 
containing high levels of caffeine or other substances potentially harm-
ful to children. (CRC Committee 2013a, para. 81)

We note that “responsibility” is frequently misunderstood as the vol-
untary commitment of corporations. However, responsibilities to respect 
human rights are always ethical obligations, that is, not voluntary, even if 
they are not enforced by law.

In March 2013, the CRC Committee also adopted the aforementioned 
General Comment 16 (CRC Committee 2013b). Paragraphs 18 and 57 
establish common ground in the dangers of private sector market promotion 
of poor quality food products, tobacco, alcohol, and other toxic substances. 
Paragraph 57 further upholds states’ obligations to regulate companies’ 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 193

practices in accordance with international standards protecting and enhanc-
ing children’s welfare.

States are also required to implement and enforce internationally agreed 
standards concerning children’s rights, health and business including 
the World Health Organization . . . International Code of Marketing of 
Breast-milk Substitutes and relevant subsequent World Health Assem-
bly resolutions. (CRC Committee 2013b, para. 57)

As of 2011, thirty-five countries implemented most provisions of the 
Code as law. Thirty-five implemented many provisions as legally enforce-
able measures; forty-eight countries have mostly chosen to maintain a nar-
row scope, not taking into account the fifteen subsequent relevant WHA 
resolutions (most EU countries are in this category). Seven countries incor-
porated parts of the Code into other laws. Thirty-five countries have some 
legally, non-binding (voluntary) measures in place which generally offer less 
protection either due to dominant industry influence and/or lack of inde-
pendent monitoring mechanisms. Finally, there are sixteen countries known 
to be in the process of drafting national measures based on the Code: nine 
countries are studying the Code and its implementation and, for the remain-
ing thirteen countries, there is either no further available information or no 
action has been taken (ICDC and IBFAN 2014).

One important initiative in support of breastfeeding is the Baby-Friendly 
Hospital Initiative (BFHI) launched by WHO and UNICEF in 1991, following 
the adoption of the 1990 Innocenti Declaration on the Protection, Promotion, 
and Support of Breastfeeding (WHO and UNICEF 1990).37 Through a ten-step 
program, the BFHI aims to create an environment supportive of breastfeeding 
in health care settings at the community level. It calls on baby food companies 
to end free supplies of breastmilk substitutes to hospitals worldwide. As this 
call was not heeded by companies (Rosenberg et al. 2008),38 the 1994 WHA 
Resolution 47.5 ultimately prohibits any “donations of free or subsidized sup-
plies of breastmilk substitutes and other products covered by [the Code] in any 
part of the health care system” (WHA 1994, para. 2.2).

The Innocenti Declaration on Infant and Young Child Feeding (UNICEF 
2005) builds upon and expands the 1990 declaration (WHO and UNICEF 
1990) to more directly address violations of the Code by private sector 
corporations. The 2005 declaration reiterates that “inappropriate feeding 
practices—sub-optimal or no breastfeeding and inadequate complementary 
feeding—remain the greatest threat to child health and survival globally.” 
The document issues a call for action to all parties, including “[a]ll manu-
facturers and distributors of products within the scope of the International 
Code” to “[e]nsure full compliance with all provisions of the International 
Code and subsequent relevant World Health Assembly resolutions in all 
countries, independently of any other measures taken to implement the 
Code” (UNICEF 2005).
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194 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

Case study 4.8 Bear Brand marketing in Lao People’s  
Democratic Republic39

Marginal rates of exclusive breastfeeding in low income countries 
such as Laos are exacerbated by misleading marketing campaigns 
that can have a powerful influence on child feeding practices and 
increase risks for undernutrition and infant mortality (Slesak et al. 
2009; Barennes et al. 2012). Among Lao children, 31 percent are 
moderately or severely underweight, 7 percent experience wasting, 
and 48 percent are stunted, placing Laos among the worst affected 
countries for stunting. Among Lao adults, the female literacy rate is 
77 percent that of males’ (UNICEF 2012b). Countries such as Laos 
with poor nutritional and educational status can be particularly vul-
nerable to the negative effects of aggressive marketing of breastmilk 
substitutes.

The case of Nestlé’s marketing of the Bear Brand coffee creamer in 
Laos was reported by Barennes et al. in 2008 and has received con-
siderable attention, as this product has been falsely understood and 
commonly used as a breastmilk substitute for decades. The Bear Brand 
logo used for a highly sweetened coffee creamer (sugar being its main 
ingredient) was identical to the logo used on a canned sterilized cows’ 
milk product as well as on the so-called “follow-up” infant formula. 
The logo presented a cartoon image of a baby bear being held by its 
mother in the breastfeeding position (see figure 4.1). Although the Bear 
Brand logo displayed a warning that “[t]his product is not to be used 
as a breast milk substitute” in English, Thai, and Lao as well as an 
illustration of a feeding bottle with a cross through it, the 2008 investi-
gation of Lao consumers by Barennes et al. showed that 80 percent of 
respondents did not read the text warning and only 2 percent identified 
the contents correctly as coffee creamer. Thus, the Bear Brand logo not 
only effectively portrayed the message that the product was acceptable 
as a breastmilk substitute,40 it also promoted what WHO has labeled a 
completely unnecessary product (i.e., follow-up formula products that 
are needlessly promoted for use after six months) by displaying and 
selling it together with infant formulas.41

Coffee creamer is nutritionally unacceptable as a breastmilk sub-
stitute and infants who are fed the product exclusively are at high 
risk of protein-calorie malnutrition (Barennes et al. 2008). The ques-
tionable marketing practice of using the same logo of a breastfeeding 
bear and her infant on coffee creamer, infant formula, and follow-up 
infant formula has thus resulted in inappropriate infant and young 
child feeding practices nationwide, resulting in severe malnutrition 
and even death in both rural and urban populations (Barennes et al. 
2008, 2012).
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 195

Another study by Barennes et al. (2012) conducted in 2009 also 
revealed that Lao mothers with high socioeconomic status are show-
ing a greater tendency to use breastmilk substitutes before six months, 
in part due to higher exposure to advertising. The authors recom-
mend that “action should be taken to decrease the impact of mislead-
ing advertising, which influences mothers to switch from traditional 
breastfeeding to BMS [breastmilk substitutes]” and that sustained 
educational interventions are needed in order to reverse this vicious 
cycle (Barennes et al. 2012, e30634).

In an open letter to Nestlé dated 24 May, 2011, a group of nine-
teen Laos-based international NGOs, including Save the Children, 
Oxfam, CARE International, and World Vision, announced, “We won’t 
be applying for your prize money, Nestlé.” They explained that they 
would not take funding from the food giant while Nestlé “continues 
to make millions of dollars of profit, at the expense of infants and chil-
dren in Asia, through violations of the International Code of Marketing 
of Breast-milk Substitutes.” The open letter specifically mentions Bear 
Brand as an example of the unethical marketing that violates the Code.42

In response to the publicity of malnutrition and deaths from inap-
propriate marketing that accompanied the 2008 study, the Bear Brand 
logo in Thailand and Laos was modified. The baby bear now sits on 
the mother’s lap, not in the breastfeeding position (Srour 2014, pers. 
comm.).43 Furthermore, in the same year Nestlé announced that they 
had stopped distribution of Bear Brand coffee creamer in Laos and also 
prevented an independent company that had licensed the brand from 
using the Bear Brand trademark on coffee creamer (Stieger 2009). Nev-
ertheless, the study conducted by Barennes et al. in 2009 indicated that 
the licensed trademark had remained widely available throughout Laos 
and Thailand, still being a cause for concern; note that 14.5 percent of 
respondents in Laos continued to report using coffee creamer as a breast-
milk substitute for their infants before the age of six months (Barennes 
et al. 2012; Srour 2014, pers. comm.).

Figure 4.1 Label from Bear Brand coffee creamer (© 2011 Bryan Watt)
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196 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

Commercial challenges to highest quality infant and young child feeding 
extend beyond interfering with breastfeeding to product development and 
marketing practices that promote overweight, as well as underweight mal-
nutrition. Known as the “double burden of malnutrition,” overweight and 
obesity affect as many individuals worldwide as do hunger and underweight 
malnutrition, and contribute greatly to increasing rates of NCDs (HRC 
2011a; SCN NGO/CSO 2010; Swinburn et al. 2011). The structural link 
between overweight and the agrofood industry is found in the government 
subsidies and prices that support agricultural production linked to high fat, 
sugar, and salt content foods, as identified in the 2011 report to the HRC by 
the former special rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De Schutter (HRC 
2011a). De Schutter recommends in his report that states should “[a]dopt 
statutory regulation on the marketing of food products, as the most effective 
way to reduce marketing of foods high in saturated fats, trans-fatty acids, 
sodium and sugar (HFSS foods) to children, as recommended by WHO, and 
restrict marketing of these foods to other groups” (HRC 2011a, para. 50(c)).

Similar to the phenomenon of a vicious intergenerational cycle of under-
nutrition, the condition of overweight and obesity has a propensity to pass 
from mother to child (Ludwig and Currie 2010; Phelan 2010; Poston 2012; 
Ruchat and Mottola 2012; Sen et al. 2012). Overweight and obesity—most 
commonly thought to be associated with wealthy countries—are being 
increasingly pronounced among lower and middle income, urban, and 
female populations and can occur even in the same household and indi-
vidual (Doak et al. 2000, 2005; Gardner et al. 2012; Gustafsson, Persson, 
and Hammarström 2012; Mason 2012; Uauy, Garmendia, and Corvalán 
2014; Varela-Silva et al. 2012). Additionally, the phenomenon of coexisting 
overweight and underweight has been observed among persons living in 
protracted emergency settings and dependent on food assistance, for exam-
ple, among Western Saharan refugees (Grijalva-Eternod et al. 2012). The 
frequent coexistence of underweight/wasting and stunting in young children 
and overweight and stunting in adults in the same household or person 
requires specific interventions to tackle this burden of malnutrition in all 
its forms (Uauy, Garmendia, and Corvalán 2014; Varela-Silva et al. 2012).

Cultural and Social Challenges

Industrial marketing of breastmilk substitutes prey upon and augment 
diverse cultural pressures that also exert influence on mothers’ decisions 
about, and capacities to, breastfeed. These cultural traditions differently 
define breastfeeding. For example, in stages, wherein breastmilk is healthy 
or taboo, adequate or insufficient; spatially, in terms of public or private 
places where feeding or denying a hungry infant is judged acceptable or not; 
functionally, with regard to whether a woman should work for free (e.g., 
at home) or for pay (e.g., in an office) during the breastfeeding period. It 
is important to understand the widespread acceptance of adverse as well 
as positive cultural traditions in order to implement policy and regulation 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 197

which can withstand both commercial pressure and disruptive cultural 
norms that distort women’s and families’ right of access to full and complete 
information about best practices for infant and young child feeding.

Case study 4.9 Ethiopia: breastfeeding culture

Work conducted by chapter coauthor Veronika Scherbaum found that 
newborns in many parts of Ethiopia are often not immediately breast-
fed because the critically valuable colostrum is considered contami-
nated due to its color and consistency, and is further believed to cause 
colic, stomach cramps, and worm infestations.

Women from poor families begin their productive work activities 
as soon as twelve days after birth. Beliefs that a mother’s sweat can 
contaminate her breastmilk often force women to leave children at 
home instead of bringing them to fields or markets. At home they may 
be bottle fed by alternate caregivers or, if left unattended, fed a home 
brewed alcohol to pacify them and assure their sleep until the mother 
returns.

Long-term breastfeeding is normal in Ethiopia, especially in rural 
areas, and generally lasts as long as the child wishes to do so, or until 
the mother gets pregnant again.44 Nevertheless, early child weaning is 
induced with the beginning of a new pregnancy mainly because of the 
belief that the lactating child might take up the nutritional means of the 
unborn baby. It is, moreover, widely believed that mother’s milk quality 
diminishes in pregnancy causing worm infestation and yellow teeth in 
the lactating child, and that it can provoke jealousy from the unborn 
sibling. Additionally, people believe that a woman who is sick with any 
illness should not breastfeed her infant for fear that a mother’s spoiled 
milk could potentially transfer her disease to the infant (Scherbaum 
1996, 1997).

Breastfeeding and breastmilk constitute the core of sustainable local 
food systems and should be buttressed by the appropriate introduction of 
culturally relevant, geographically sustainable, and nutritionally adequate 
complementary foods. Nevertheless, problematic cultural beliefs can easily 
be exploited and shaped by mass media (Brown and Peuchaud 2008) and 
corporate marketing (Brady 2012). Marketing campaigns can lead to the 
displacement of breastfeeding and local foods that are often less expensive 
in comparison with globally traded food products. The result is that fami-
lies bleed their budgets to purchase lower quality feeding options for their 
infants and young children (Palmer 2011).

Notably in the United States but also in other industrialized countries, 
breastfeeding practice is discouraged by the media’s aggravated sexualiza-
tion of breasts, and enshrined in restricted rights to breastfeed in public and 
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198 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

Figure 4.2 Canadian advertisement in the City of Gatineau allowing and 
supporting breastfeeding in public spaces (© Maryse Arendt)

Case study 4.10 Canada: breastfeeding in public

In 2009, a mother who worked as a pharmacist filed a complaint 
because she was asked to move away from the border of the municipal 
swimming pool where she was breastfeeding. She had refused to move 
because, while breastfeeding, she was keeping an eye on her two other 
children playing at the pool.

workplace settings (Olbricht 1985). This interference with maternal, infant, 
and young child feeding results simultaneously in the loss of breastfeeding’s 
positive health impact and its cultural invisibility (Kolinsky 2010; Mulford 
2008; Sowden et al. 2009; Wolf 2008).
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 199

Her complaint to the ombudsman of the City of Gatineau was suc-
cessful. She received financial compensation and both a public and 
written apology. Moreover, on 1 October 2009, the administration of 
the city issued a decree that no one is allowed to disturb a breastfeed-
ing woman, or to prohibit her from breastfeeding in any public place.45 
The city also initiated the organization of specially designated breast-
feeding spaces, noting that these places were not to be understood as 
the only public locations where women were allowed to exercise their 
right to breastfeed in public (see Arendt 2012). Figure 4.2 shows the 
signs displayed in public places of the City of Gatineau.

The 1979 CEDAW defines maternity as a “social function” (UN General 
Assembly 1979, art. 5(b)) and requires states parties to take steps to pre-
vent workplace discrimination against women on the grounds of maternity 
(or marriage; UN General Assembly 1979, art. 11.2(a-d)). Additionally, the 
1989 CRC provides vague umbrella wording that could leverage attention 
to women’s right to breastfeed in public and at work:

States Parties shall render appropriate assistance to parents and legal 
guardians in the performance of their child-rearing responsibilities and 
shall ensure the development of institutions, facilities and services for 
the care of children. (UN General Assembly 1989, art. 18.2)

States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that chil-
dren of working parents have the rights to benefit from child-care ser-
vices and facilities for which they are eligible. (UN General Assembly 
1989, art. 18.3)

The older and more conservative 1966 ICESCR is more concerned with 
achieving maternity leave from work for a “reasonable period before and 
after childbirth” (UN General Assembly 1966, art. 10.2) than with promot-
ing women’s right to paid employment, and, with it, workplace adaptation 
for mothers returning to work with breastfeeding demands.

The 1990 and 2005 Innocenti Declarations clearly articulate the unequiv-
ocal “breastfeeding rights of working women” and the need to eliminate 
“obstacles to breastfeeding within the health system, the workplace and 
the community” (UNICEF 1990). Governments are further called upon “to 
adopt maternity protection legislation and other measures that facilitate six 
months of exclusive breastfeeding for women employed in all sectors, with 
urgent attention to the non-formal sector” (UNICEF 2005).

In May 2012, the ILO released its Maternity Protection Resource 
Package—From Aspiration to Reality (ILO 2012). This tool is designed to 
help organizations and individuals everywhere to strengthen and extend 
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200 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

the fundamental right of maternity protection to all women in all types 
of economic activity. The Maternity Protection Resource Package deliv-
ers the message that universal and comprehensive maternity protection at 
work is both possible and desirable because it contributes to equitable eco-
nomic growth, social cohesion, and decent work for all women and men. 
The package elaborates on the 2000 ILO Maternity Protection Convention 
(No. 183; ILO 2000a) and its accompanying Maternity Protection Recom-
mendation (No. 191; ILO 2000b), the former of which states:

1. A woman shall be provided with the right to one or more daily breaks 
or a daily reduction of hours of work to breastfeed her child.

2. The period during which nursing breaks or the reduction of daily 
hours of work are allowed, their number, the duration of nursing 
breaks and the procedures for the reduction of daily hours of work 
shall be determined by national law and practice. These breaks or the 
reduction of daily hours of work shall be counted as working time and 
remunerated accordingly. (ILO 2000a, art. 10)

The 2000 ILO Maternity Protection Convention further sets maternity 
leave at six weeks compulsory leave after birth (ILO 2000a, art.4.4) and not 
less than fourteen weeks total (ILO 2000a, art. 4.1). The Maternity Protec-
tion Recommendation further advises member states to extend maternity 
leave to at least eighteen weeks (ILO 2000b, para. 1(1)).

Emergencies and Chronic Health Crises

Under bilateral or multilateral conditions, states are obligated under the 
ICESCR to cooperate internationally to respect, protect, and fulfill the “fun-
damental right of everyone to be free from hunger” (UN General Assembly 
1966, art. 11(2)). Whether in the context of natural or man-made disaster, 
states are required to help each other and affected states must facilitate safe 
and unimpeded access for international assistance to reach populations in 
need (Harper 2009; Kent 2014). The goal of intervention is to assist in 
resolving the crisis and establishing local and state self-determination.

Crises take many forms and all create short or longer term aid depen-
dencies. An emergency may be “acute,” “sudden,” “urgent,” or “chronic.” 
Each has varied causes and a range of associated complexities. Acute emer-
gencies generally put the health and survival of a population at immediate 
risk, often leaving people unable to feed themselves and requiring a response 
designed to ensure survival and prevent further damage (Toole and Wald-
man 1997). Chronic health difficulties, like food insecurity and HIV/AIDS, 
tend to produce self-replicating individual and social ordeals because under-
lying structural conditions, like poverty, discrimination, and dependency, 
are not addressed. Acute and urgent emergencies often evolve into chronic 
crises. If an emergency situation continues over years or even decades, for 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 201

example, due to persisting political instability, relief food and nutrition pro-
gramming changes and begins to resemble those in non-emergency settings.

Self-determination vs. Dependency: Best Practice and Local  
Knowledge in Emergencies

A chronic emergency reflects dependency and can be reproduced through 
misguided policy, as well as through the replacement of available 
resources, labor, and capability with new, external market-based goods. An 
under-examined aspect of dependency is its character of mutuality. Depen-
dency can as often reflect public agencies’ and industry’s respective reliance 
on employment and market development as it does willingness by a “needy” 
group to forego traditional or typical livelihoods in order to survive on 
handouts (Maren 1997; Moyo and Ferguson 2009; Poppendieck 1999).

Across the diversity of emergency and chronic crisis conditions, infants 
and young children under five as well as women who are most engaged 
in their nutrition and in the feeding of their families and communities in 
crisis, face specific and severe challenges related to food and nutrition secu-
rity (ENN 2011c; Gasser et al. 2004; IASC 2006; IFE Core Group and 
UNICEF 2006). Planning for, implementing, and evaluating food- and 
nutrition-related emergencies and chronic health crises must remain flexible 
to on-site needs and include as quickly as possible participation from these 
most affected and most engaged group members.

The centralization of women’s feeding experience together with their, 
men’s, and older children’s knowledge about the local food and nutrition 
system, not only benefits all stages of intervention in crisis processes, it also 
transforms “emergency victims” into actors engaged in self-determination 
in a crisis. This approach channels aid workers and crisis-affected actors 
toward the construction of a crisis response that can be resolved into local 
self-determination instead of chronic dependency. However, whereas it may 
be possible to ensure that women have a presence in village distribution 
committees or that they themselves receive food aid directly as required, for 
example, by the World Food Program (WFP), gender equity goals face resis-
tance on diverse fronts. Traditional leadership might try to deny women de 
facto participation and to force them to accept food aid distributed accord-
ing to local power relationships. Whereas every effort should be made to 
include women in decision-making and implementation, this must not sub-
ject them to potential violence in retaliation for transgressing traditional 
roles (ENN 2011a; see also chapter three of this volume). Additionally, in 
order to expand market reach, purveyors of processed nutrition goods have 
tried to patronize women in particular and local knowledge in general in the 
attempt to overrule common sense and known best practice with the sug-
gestion that breastfeeding and local foods are not modern, scientific, or pro-
gressive. The roots of this insidious misinformation lie perhaps in an effort 
to curtail women’s independence and equality. Women’s social experience, 
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202 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

biological capacity, and local knowledge concerning infant and young child 
feeding leverages a point of gender equity; their employment of the non- or 
only slightly monetized economy of breastfeeding promotes social wealth 
equity.

UNICEF and WHO guidelines for exclusive, followed by extended and 
continued, breastfeeding (e.g., UNICEF 2005; WHO and UNICEF 1990, 
2003, 2005) become even more critical in emergencies. Under all categories 
of emergency and chronic health crises, respiratory tract infections and diar-
rheal diseases remain the most common cause of death in infants and young 
children (Black et al. 2008; Lozano et al. 2012). Both are associated with 
undernutrition, the risk of which is exacerbated by poor breastfeeding prac-
tices. As previously described, breastmilk substitutes carry risks of increased 
illness and mortality in the best of circumstances. In emergencies, this risk 
increases because conditions to ensure stable access to adequate amounts 
of infant formula, sufficient clean water, and an energy infrastructure for 
refrigeration, boiling water, etc., are not in place, either in the short-term or 
for the minimum of the first twelve months of a baby’s life (provided other 
sources of protein and micronutrients become available thereafter; Gribble 
and Berry 2011; Gribble et al. 2011). Studies in northern Iraq (Scherbaum 
2003), Lebanon, and Indonesia (Assefa et al. 2008; MacLaine and Corbett 
2006), the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (Rawas 2008), and China 
(Bengin et al. 2010) have shown that the indiscriminate use of breastmilk 
substitutes during emergency situations interferes with women’s options to 
feed their children and often does more harm than good.

Donations of breastmilk substitutes by companies and other actors, 
including governments, NGOs, and the public, and their untargeted dis-
tribution, expose both breastfed and non-breastfed infants to increased 
risk of malnutrition, morbidity, and mortality. These donations, many of 
which are made in good faith and honest charity, are delivered in quanti-
ties that far exceed need. They are then indiscriminately distributed to all 
infants, although they may not be of the right type and may be labeled in 
a non-local language. Donations can undermine breastfeeding practices, 
especially where related nutrition education may not exist or may be sus-
pended during emergency. Donations of breastmilk substitutes are not 
recommended by the 2007 Infant and Young Child Feeding in Emergen-
cies: Operational Guidance for Emergency Relief Staff and Programme 
Managers (IFE Core Group 2007), guidance supported in 2010 by WHA 
Resolution 63.23 on Infant and Young Child Nutrition (WHA 2010, 
1(8)). Nevertheless, they remain common and are often delivered in viola-
tion of the Code, as a sales inducement by companies or by aid groups 
that bypass donation coordination structures (IBFAN and ICDC 2009; 
IFE Core Group 2007; IRIN Asia 2013). By not preventing these Code 
violations, the state fails to protect, and non-state actors deny respect to, 
women’s and children’s right to adequate food and nutrition in the par-
ticular context of emergencies.
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Case study 4.11 China: lack of breastfeeding support in 
emergencies

In 2008, a major earthquake shook China’s Sichuan Province. During 
this emergency, a certified Baby-friendly Hospital in Deyang distrib-
uted a one-week supply of infant formula. As the hospital streamlined 
its operations to cope with the flood of disaster victims, one of the 
first services dropped was support for new mothers to breastfeed their 
children adequately. The hospital staffs’ explanations for reintroduc-
ing infant formula and curtailing breastfeeding education and support 
demonstrated a serious misunderstanding both of how lactation works 
and the nature of its crucial importance in emergencies. Not only was 
this a direct violation of the Baby-friendly Hospital Initiative, but also 
of the Infant and Young Child Feeding in Emergencies: Operational 
Guidance for Emergency Relief Staff and Programme Managers (IFE 
Core Group 2007; Bengin et al. 2010).

As witnessed by coauthor of this chapter, Veronika Scherbaum, in 
a 2012 conference of pediatricians in Deyang, China, medical training 
largely overlooks the function and importance of breastfeeding. As such, 
medical doctors, nurses, and other support staff are unprepared to pro-
tect and support the viability of breastfeeding in the context of emergen-
cies. Further, they are particularly vulnerable to unscrupulous donations 
of breastmilk substitute from manufacturers taking advantage of crisis 
situations to promote their products.

Self-determination and HIV: Challenges of a Public Health  
Approach vs. the Human Rights Framework

A woman’s right to make an informed decision about feeding her child 
has gone through troubling changes in the HIV/AIDS context because the 
HIV virus can be passed from the mother to the infant through pregnancy, 
labor, and breastfeeding. Over the past twenty-five years, HIV transmis-
sion through breastfeeding has created one of the most painful dilemmas in 
public health. Breastfeeding, a life line and an example of the most perfect 
situation in which the child is not only provided with adequate food but 
also with optimal care and health by a mother, who herself also benefits 
from this practice, has become a potential transmitter of a deadly disease 
(Dunn et al. 1992).

There are multiple and shifting lenses to this troubling debate. First of 
all, there is the slowly accumulating research-based literature that helps 
shape public policy, often shifting it in surprising directions. At the time of 
this writing, the most up-to-date research indicates that “in the absence of 
antiretroviral prophylaxis, greater than 90% of infants exposed to HIV-1 
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204 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

via breastfeeding remain uninfected, despite daily mucosal exposure to the 
virus for up to two years” (Fouda et al. 2013, 1). The authors of the quoted 
paper identified an innate HIV neutralizing protein called Tenascin-C in 
breastmilk.

Second, this latest information comes at a time where a wide range of 
approaches are engaged to counsel HIV infected mothers about breastfeed-
ing. More specifically, there is a public health approach in which the state 
determines health counseling directives with specific advice, and a human 
rights framework wherein HIV infected mothers have the right to make 
their own decision about breastfeeding based on non-directive counseling 
and access to full information, including all feeding options to consider.

Third, there is the context of richer and poorer countries with vastly 
different access to information, medical services, community support, and 
judicial review, which all together frustrate the simplicity of saying “women 
can make informed choices.” In poorer contexts and countries, there is no 
choice if the means to affordable, feasible, acceptable, sustainable, and safe 
(AFASS) feeding of infants with replacement foods (no breastmilk involved) 
is not there for the greater part of the population.46 In richer contexts and 
countries, full HIV prophylaxis/treatment and other medical interventions 
to prevent, to the highest degree possible, HIV transmission to children are 
generally available through all three stages: pregnancy, delivery, and breast-
feeding. In these wealthy locations the public health approach directive is 
often taken, recommending all avoidance of breastfeeding. However, this 
then means that HIV infected, fully informed women, who might want to 
elect to breastfeed, are also not provided a choice and can face serious child 
protection-related charges if they do so.

Under these shifting lenses, the international policy on HIV and infant 
feeding has changed several times since the last decade of the twentieth cen-
tury. With reports such as the October 2013 publication by Fouda et al., 
these adaptations are likely to continue as new evidence from research and 
the field comes in.

Initially, the right to make an informed decision about how to feed the 
child was, at least in theory, with the mother. The most recent policy guide-
lines were issued in 2010 (WHO 2010b) and reiterated in 2013 (WHO 
2013a),47 based on evidence showing that antiretroviral (ARV) interven-
tions to either the HIV infected mother or to the HIV exposed infant 
significantly reduce the risk of postnatal transmission of HIV through 
breastfeeding during the first six (high quality evidence) to twelve (low 
quality evidence) months of life. The 2013 WHO Consolidated Guide-
lines on the Use of Antiretroviral Drugs for Treating and Preventing HIV 
Infection (WHO 2013) now call on national and subnational authori-
ties (instead of individual health workers) to “decide whether [maternal 
and child] health services will mainly counsel and support mothers to 
be known to be infected with HIV to either breastfeed and receive ARV 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 205

interventions or avoid all breastfeeding given their particular context” 
(WHO 2013a, 104). The guidelines continue to strongly recommend that, 
whenever promotion of and support for breastfeeding and ARV interven-
tions are the preferred strategy to improve the HIV-free survival of infants 
exposed to HIV, “[m]others known to be infected with HIV (and whose 
infants are HIV uninfected or of unknown HIV status) should exclusively 
breastfeed their infants for the first 6 months of life, introducing appro-
priate complementary foods thereafter, and continue breastfeeding for 
the first 12 months of life. Breastfeeding should then only stop once a 
nutritionally adequate and safe diet without breast-milk can be provided” 
(WHO 2013a, 104). These guidelines explain that these new recom-
mendations do not remove a mother’s right to make decisions regarding 
infant feeding and are fully consistent with respecting individual human 
rights. When highly effective interventions are available, the explanation 
goes, it is justifiable for health authorities to promote and support a sin-
gle approach. The UN hopes that this new policy will help considerably 
to reduce HIV transmission to infants while being strongly supportive 
of six months of exclusive breastfeeding and continued breastfeeding by 
HIV infected mothers, for at least twelve months, with adequate and safe 
complementary foods.

A 2012 UNICEF report, still unpublished at the time of writing, pro-
vides the first in-depth overview of the adoption and implementation 
of the 2010 WHO guidelines in the African setting (UNICEF 2012a).48 
Twenty-five countries responded to a standardized questionnaire revealing 
that almost all of the countries had adopted the 2010 WHO Guidelines 
on HIV and Infant Feeding. In terms of the adoption of the guidelines rec-
ommendations, the majority of countries followed, with some variation, 
the key recommendation that mothers should breastfeed while on ARV 
treatment. This 2012 UNICEF draft report notes challenges related to the 
implementation of these national guidelines: only half of the countries have 
an implementation plan in place, and only one-fifth have estimated the 
actual cost of plan implementation. This obviously slows implementation, 
beginning with building adequate capacity among health workers. The 
2012 UNICEF draft report further anticipates major challenges in assessing 
the impact of implementing the 2010 WHO guidelines because a majority 
of countries still do not routinely collect data on infant feeding practice in 
the general population. Several of these challenges, such as vertical adap-
tation process of national guidelines leading to lack of awareness and the 
beginning of mixed and confused messages by health workers to mothers 
and the general public, have been already described (Sagoe-Moses et al. 
2012). Inadequate ARV drug coverage and poor adherence to treatment 
throughout breastfeeding place infants exposed to HIV at risk of infec-
tion and represent additional challenges, as stated in the 2013 consolidated 
guidelines (WHO 2013a, 105–6).
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206 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

The 2010 and 2013 WHO guidelines reveal the reality that one cannot 
have public health directives and also claim there is still a mother’s right to 
decide how to feed her infant. If public policy does not promote breastfeed-
ing as an option, mothers do not have the means of making an informed 
decision protected from reprimand. At the same time, public health offi-
cials struggle to make sound decisions given evolving evidence and limited 
resources.

When the context of HIV and emergencies intersect, the risks posed by 
artificial feeding may become more apparent than under normal circum-
stances. The case study of Botswana below describes what happened follow-
ing a public health decision to discourage breastfeeding despite uncertain 
AFASS conditions, all exacerbated by a weather-caused emergency. It brings 
into question the potential for danger when public health approaches are 
favored over an approach engaging the human rights framework, especially 
when they elect options like breastmilk substitutes through which women 
lose capacity to control the conditions of feeding, becoming dependent upon 
external sources.

Case study 4.12 Botswana: diarrhea risk associated with not 
breastfeeding

In early 2006, heavy rains in Botswana resulted in alarming increases 
in infant diarrhea and mortality. In this case study, adapted from the 
Emergency Nutrition Network (ENN) website story, “Diarrhoea Risk 
Associated with Not Breastfeeding in Botswana: Summary of Report 
and Presentation,” the infant health crisis overwhelmed the medical 
system; children were increasingly dying.49 In twelve health districts, 
there were 22,500 cases of diarrhea, with 470 deaths in children under 
five years old (2.1 percent mortality) compared to 9,166 cases and 
twenty-one deaths for the entire country (0.2 percent mortality) in the 
first quarter of 2005.

Most of the cases appeared to be associated with bottle feed-
ing. An investigation by the Ministry of Health of Botswana with 
support from the US CDC revealed widespread water contamina-
tion from various pathogens in affected districts. Among them was 
enteropathogenic Escherichia coli, previously linked to diarrhea 
from unsafe bottle feeding caused by lack of sufficient sterilization 
capacity. Additionally, the CDC identified a variety of risk factors 
(adjusted for socioeconomic status, age, and mother’s HIV status) 
that were associated with children’s hospitalization for diarrhea. The 
agency found that poor hand washing, standing water near home, 
overflowing latrines, and the storage of drinking water were major 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 207

risk factors for diarrhea. Notably, the most statistically significant 
risk factor was the variable not breastfeeding. In one village visited, 
30 percent of the formula-fed babies died during the diarrhea out-
break; no breastfed babies died.

In 2005, the HIV prevalence among pregnant women in Botswana 
was 33.4 percent. HIV infected mothers were advised not to breast-
feed. Infant formula for twelve months was made available to all HIV 
infected mothers; 63 percent of them used it in 2005. Among HIV 
non-infected mothers or mothers of unknown HIV status, a CDC site 
survey found that 20 percent of infants had been weaned from the 
breast before the age of six months.

Among the HIV infected mothers, problems were reported with 
adequate and consistent formula supply. Although most of their 
babies were given the appropriate amount of formula at birth, only 
51 percent received ongoing and adequate amounts of formula. Moth-
ers reported returning to clinics on multiple occasions each month but 
were still not given adequate formula.

It appears that a combination of not breastfeeding, water con-
tamination, the inability to sterilize bottles, nipples, and water, and 
the irregular and insufficient supply of formula impairing the babies’ 
overall nutritional health increased risk for contracting and perish-
ing from this diarrhea outbreak. The CDC recommended a review of 
the national formula feeding policy, including a reevaluation of the 
conviction that formula saves lives in the context of HIV infection. 
The 2010 World Breastfeeding Trends Initiative (WBTi) Botswana 
Assessment Report indicates that the country had yet to put in place 
a comprehensive infant and young child feeding policy that includes 
guidance for HIV and infant feeding in emergencies (WBTi 2010; see 
also Creek et al. 2006).

In 2012, WHO issued guidelines entitled HIV and Infant Feeding 2010: 
An Updated Framework for Priority Action (WHO 2012b) and pub-
lished online “Questions and Answers on Infant Feeding in the Context of 
HIV.”50 The updated framework places strong emphasis on Code imple-
mentation and on ensuring that “financial support and other incentives for 
programmes and health professionals working in infant and young child 
feeding do not create conflicts of interest” (WHO 2012b, 7). The frame-
work, if implemented, has the potential to ensure progress in insuring the 
right to adequate food and nutrition for infants and young children affected 
by HIV/AIDS.
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208 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

Case study 4.13 Excerpt from the WHO Guidelines on HIV and 
Infant Feeding 2010: An Updated Framework for Priority Action

Implement and enforce the [1981] International Code of Marketing of 
Breast-milk Substitutes and subsequent relevant World Health Assem-
bly resolutions (the Code)

Actions required [by policy makers, program managers, regional 
advisory bodies, public health authorities, country coordinating 
mechanisms, UN staff, professional bodies, NGOs and other inter-
ested actors, including the community]:

• Implement existing measures to give effect to the Code, and, where 
appropriate, strengthen and adopt new measures.

• Monitor Code compliance.
• Define the relevance of the Code in the context of HIV, and ensure 

the prevalence of HIV is not used as a pretext to misinform and 
undermine the Code and breastfeeding.

• Ensure that the response to the HIV pandemic does not include 
the introduction of non Code-compliant donations of breast-milk 
substitutes or the promotion of breast-milk substitutes.

• In countries that have decided to provide breast-milk substitutes 
for the infants of HIV positive mothers (either from birth or when 
they stop breastfeeding), establish appropriate criteria for whom 
should receive it, for how long, and for adequate procurement and 
distribution systems, in accordance with the provisions of the Code 
in order to protect breastfeeding and avoid spill over of breast-milk 
substitutes to the general population.

• Ensure that the conduct of manufacturers and distributors at every 
level conforms to the Code.

• Ensure that financial support and other incentives for programs 
and health professionals working in infant and young child health 
do not create conflicts of interest. (WHO 2012b, 7; emphasis in the 
original)

Complementary Feeding in Emergency Situations

Local and traditional foods usually can provide adequate nutrition for older 
infants and young children during the six to twenty-four months comple-
mentary feeding stage when balanced with ongoing breastfeeding and further 
bolstered by culturally adapted nutrition education (Inayati, Scherbaum, 
Purwestri, Wirawan et al. 2012a). In the context of emergencies and chronic 
health crises, however, regular food conduits can be interrupted, placing 
particular burden on very young children. Responses to emergencies and 
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chronic health crises that result in mild, moderate, and severe forms of child 
malnutrition require individual evaluation of needs and the assignment of 
different forms of nutritional support as necessary (cf. case study 4.13). 
Interventions aiming at improved micronutrient status during the comple-
mentary feeding stage range from inclusion of micronutrient rich foods to 
provision of micronutrient fortified foods (e.g., blended foods) or products 
for home fortification.

Virtually the same global recommendations for safe and appropri-
ate infant and young child feeding practices that are in alignment with 
human rights frameworks apply in emergency situations as is the case 
under normal circumstances (Sphere Project 2011).51 Emergency aid must 
not undermine good infant and young child feeding practice, but rather 
must support it. The wide variety of response options that exist for dif-
ferent phases of food and nutrition crises can generally be divided into 
two objectives: preventing undernutrition and treating acute malnutrition 
with therapeutic care. These response categories are described in the fol-
lowing case study.

Case study 4.14 Categories of emergency response to hunger and 
malnutrition with respect to maternal, infant, and young child 
nutrition

1. Preventing undernutrition

General food distribution (e.g., cereals, legumes, oil, salt, etc.). 
Intends to meet immediate and medium-term needs of house-
holds that lost access to food, restore and protect livelihoods, 
and support nutrition and health of children, pregnant and lac-
tating women, people living with HIV/AIDS, and other vulner-
able groups.

Supplementary feeding, blanket approach. As an addition to the 
general rations this is often performed at the onset of a crisis 
when nutritional assessments are not yet available. It aims to pre-
vent deterioration of the nutritional status of at risk groups and 
reduce the prevalence of moderate acute malnutrition (MAM) in 
children under five years old.

Supplementary feeding, targeted approach. Provides nutritional 
support to children with MAM, pregnant/lactating women, and 
other vulnerable individuals of the affected population. Skilled 
support for breastfeeding and infant feeding should be an inte-
gral part of these programs.
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210 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

2. Treating acute malnutrition

Therapeutic care. This is aimed at children with severe acute mal-
nutrition (SAM). Children without medical complications can 
be treated in the community with use of RUTFs. Those with 
medical complications require hospitalization and treatment 
with specially formulated milks (F75, F100) and/or RUTFs. In 
both settings, skilled support for breastfeeding and infant feed-
ing is essential (Ashworth and Burgess 2003; Collins et al. 2006; 
Golden 2010; WHO 1999).

Assessment of the category of emergency response is critical for determin-
ing an appropriate and adequate nutritional intervention response (ENN 
2011b; Khan and Munshi 1983; Roberts et al. 2001; Toole and Waldman 
1988). Cooperation by all involved in an emergency response, including 
multisectoral efforts, industry, and individual engagement, is critical. We 
note, however, that despite technical guidance, obtuse confusion charac-
terizes much engagement in maternal, infant, and young child nutrition in 
crises, especially regarding the use of ready-to-use foods (RUFs/RUTFs) in 
different settings. Table 4.1 and the following discussion present an over-
view of different forms of malnutrition and the associated appropriate 
response of professional supervision, counseling, treatment, and care.

Treating acute malnutrition with therapeutic care. RUTFs are not a 
stand-alone miracle food product. They must be integrated into a larger 
emergency relief plan (Paul et al. 2012). The development and testing phase 
of RUTFs for SAM in older infants and young children during crises began 
in the mid-1990s. The peanut, milk powder, sugar, and vitamin and min-
eral supplement was designed for use in the context of weekly supervision 
in community-based programs.52 Distributing RUTF paste/spread without 
close medical supervision can be dangerous for severely wasted children 
because of the potential of relapse cases.53 To avoid frustrating overall pub-
lic health objectives, it must be organized within a framework that includes 
available, timely, and effective treatment for diarrhea, pneumonia, and 
malaria (Bhutta 2009).

RUTFs and other RUFs increase a child’s need for access to clean drinking 
water. RUFs’ own low water content decreases the risk of bacterial contami-
nation. Their use, however, increases a child’s need for safe drinking water 
due to their high renal solute loads which exceed that of children’s diets that 
are composed of less concentrated local traditional foods, combined with 
continued breastfeeding (Purwestri, Scherbaum, Inayati, Wirawan, Suryan-
tan, Bloem, Pangaribuan, Stuetz et al. 2012; Purwestri et al. 2013).
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Patent rights and compulsory licensing for RUTFs keep prices high and 
limit global distribution. While patents benefit product innovators, many 
argue that lifesaving products should be treated differently. Plumpy’nut, a 
fortified peanut butter spread, was the first RUTF to appear on the mar-
ket and is a registered trademark of the private French company Nutriset. 
Nutriset aggressively protects its patent in Europe and North America, but is 
reportedly more liberal about licensing in developing countries (Rice 2010).

Preventing undernutrition and the deterioration of mild and moderate 
forms of malnutrition. The development of RUFs has shifted from emer-
gencies with SAM associated with famine and conflict toward commercial 
innovations of ready-to-use supplementary foods (RUSFs) and related prod-
ucts to address less severe forms of chronic malnutrition and its prevention 
(e.g., MAM). These RUSFs generally differ from RUTFs in having a lower 
energy and protein content, a micronutrient composition designed for MAM 
cases, or simply the recommended daily allowance (RDA) of vitamins and 
minerals, and the capability to be implemented without medical supervi-
sion. Additionally, a marketing niche is developing for RUFs designed for 
malnutrition prevention in both mildly malnourished and well nourished, in 
other words, all children. These latter products have been widely criticized 
as creating a high sugar, high fat snack food for very young children that is 
marketed as a nutrition booster and which predisposes dietary development 
away from local foods and toward less healthy, more processed, waste pro-
ducing, and cash demanding food options (“The Global Game Plan of Big 
Snack [Editorial]” 2011; Monteiro 2010).

Despite new RUF developments, the majority of nutrition intervention 
programs to date and for all levels of child malnutrition use RUTFs because 
research is still more available on RUTFs than on RUSFs (Lagrone et al. 
2010; Matilsky et al. 2009). Whereas research supports the use of RUTFs 
for treating severe malnutrition, controversy remains over its role for pre-
vention of moderate and mild forms of undernutrition (Hendricks 2010), 
wherein, for example, RUTFs are being distributed without clinical over-
sight and conceivably without monitoring actual and appropriate consump-
tion by the malnourished child. We note that unsupervised distribution can 
lead to risks of over- or under-consumption because, for instance, of the 
sharing of RUTFs with other children in the family.

Extended use of RUTFs for moderate and mild cases of malnutrition is 
part of a disturbing trend wherein solutions for child malnutrition, both its 
prevention and treatment, become increasingly medicalized with the use of 
fortified commercial foods as “quick fixes,” thereby evading underlying and 
basic causative factors of malnutrition (IBFAN 2011b). This “medicaliza-
tion” disregards local knowledge about local food and nutrition systems 
(IAASTD 2009), effectively jeopardizing the perpetuation and potential of 
a family’s skills to feed itself and induct its youngest members into tradi-
tions of food knowledge and sharing (HRC 2011a; Lhotska, Bellows, and 
Scherbaum 2012; Palmer 2011). Heavily promoted and initially subsidized 
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214 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

commercial RUSFs for moderately malnourished children threaten families’ 
food and nutrition security, especially in low income households. At the 
onset, RUSFs are usually distributed free of charge, creating demand and 
undermining traditional and sustainable nutrition practices. Once prod-
uct dependency is secure, the full cost is reinstated, burdening households 
(IBFAN 2011b; Sachs, Fanzo, and Sachs 2010).54

Of significant danger is that RUFs are marketed as the best solution for 
young child nutrition and malnutrition prevention without mentioning the 
best practice of continued breastfeeding through age two years and from six 
months, only with a gradual introduction of semisolid and solid foods that 
ideally come from the traditional foods that the family eats. Through the 
omission of this information, RUFs continue a market pattern of impeding 
breastfeeding practice and additionally interfering with traditional family 
and community foods and eating patterns (Arie 2010). We note addition-
ally that policy attention to women’s own food and nutritional status, while 
recognized in the context of reproduction, has not always given adequate 
attention to the importance of breastfeeding.55 In an example of industry 
assertion that medical product intervention is essential to address moder-
ate malnutrition, an article in Le Temps, for example, reports that “[t]he 
industry lobby tries to impose a therapeutic solution involving a ready-to-
use industrial product by claiming that over 70% of children suffering from 
moderate malnutrition cannot be successfully treated without commercial 
products.” The Le Temps piece goes on to state that the children’s rights 
NGO, Foundation Terre des Hommes, contradicts the industry claim based 
on its experience in Guinea (Papart 2010).

Promoting nutrition in sustainable local/regional food economies. Good 
nutrition is a component of the human right to adequate food and nutri-
tion and should be secured as a function of individual, local, and national 
self-determination, not through chronic extensions of international emer-
gency aid or global market dependency. Marketing claims allege that RUFs 
address chronic hunger and micronutrient deficiencies due to long-term 
poor diets. However, neither should donations disrupt the integrity and con-
tinuity of local production, according to the 2005 Voluntary Guidelines to 
Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the 
Context of National Food Security (FAO 2005, guideline 15.1), nor, accord-
ing to Sachs, Fanzo, and Sachs (2010), should “the main solution lie [not in 
purchasing commercialized RUFs, but] in more productive local agriculture, 
. . . a more diverse mix of nutritious crops, and much greater public aware-
ness regarding feasible and low-cost approaches to a healthy diet.” RUFs 
must not become part of a daily diet because political leaders and public 
authorities do not or cannot fulfill their basic obligation to provide clean and 
adequate water, support locally sustainable food economies and systems, 
and communicate practical nutritional information. Available aid must be 
directed to supporting processes of rebuilding self-determination in local 
and national capacity for environmentally sustainable food production. We 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 215

note that market claims have also sidetracked attention away from the envi-
ronmental drawbacks of prepackaged foods that include the increased car-
bon footprint of long distance, internationally traded goods, and the lack of 
local accommodation to process waste from prewrapped and pre-prepared 
RUFs (Manary 2006).

Concerned about the absence of guidelines to govern the marketing of 
RUSFs, members of the United Nations Standing Committee on Nutrition 
(SCN) NGO/CSO constituency drafted such a document in 2010 to fill the 
gap. The Draft Guidelines for the Marketing of Ready to Use Supplemental 
Foods for Children urge governments and the international community to 
take necessary steps to address unethical marketing of RUSFs to prevent rep-
etition of the dramatic scenario in the marketing of breastmilk substitutes 
where market dependency destroys autonomous and traditional feeding 
culture (SCN NGO/CSO 2010). Mirroring the 1981 Code, the guidelines 
specifically state that unethical marketing of RUSFs must be prevented and 
that these products should not be marketed to the general public. Neither 
should free samples of RUSFs be directly or indirectly provided to pregnant 
women, mothers, or family members by manufacturers and distributors.56 
The Draft Guidelines for the Marketing of Ready to Use Supplemental 
Foods for Children are a step in the right direction regarding principles 
underpinning the right to adequate food and nutrition, although they fall 
short in their scope to heed WHA Resolution 63.23 (WHA 2010) which 
calls unequivocally for an end to the inappropriate promotion of foods for 
infants and young children.

To maximize self-determination and minimize dependency on interna-
tional food aid, local production of different forms of RUFs, as needed, 
requires more support and attention, especially in lower income countries 
with a high prevalence of different forms of acute malnutrition (Enserink 
2008; Manary 2006; Manary et al. 2004). Using locally available cereals 
and/or legumes, milk powder, oil, sugar, and a vitamin-mineral premix, 
local RUF production engages local labor, benefitting and stabilizing local/
regional food and agricultural economies and reducing RUF costs (Dibari 
et al. 2012; J. Guimón and P. Guimón 2012).

Case study 4.15 Indonesia: locally made, locally sourced 
RUFs—Nias biscuits for moderately/mildly wasted children

Following the tsunami of December 2004 and the earthquake of 
March 2005, a food crisis developed affecting Nias Island in West-
ern Sumatra, Indonesia. In response, a project was initiated to cre-
ate an affordable, sustainable, and local alternative to globally 
marketed RUFs. Researchers, in cooperation with local aid and 
community groups, developed, tested, and locally produced RUFs 
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216 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

in the form of fortified cereal, nut, and legume-based (RUF-Nias) 
biscuits according to nutritional requirements, taste, shelf life, cost, 
and local source ability standards (Scherbaum, Shapiro et al. 2009), 
and then further field-tested them on moderately and mildly wasted 
children within daily (semi-urban areas) and weekly (rural areas) 
distribution and supervision program settings. Small-scale local 
production of RUF-Nias biscuits was undertaken every week at the 
village level, creating job opportunities for women and vastly reduc-
ing the cost of the RUF-Nias biscuits. Over six weeks, 79 percent 
of children in the project significantly improved their nutritional 
status (Purwestri, Scherbaum, Inayati, Wirawan, Suryantan, Bloem, 
Pangaribuan, Koeniger et al. 2012; Purwestri, Scherbaum, Inayati, 
Wirawan, Suryantan, Bloem, Pangaribuan, Stuetz et al. 2012; Pur-
westri et al. 2013).

A growing body of literature presents evidence of the possibility of local 
and sustainable development of nutrition alternatives to moderate and 
mild forms of chronic malnutrition. They include research from Indonesia 
(Purwestri, Scherbaum, Inayati, Wirawan, Suryantan, Bloem, Pangaribuan, 
Koeniger et al. 2012; Purwestri, Scherbaum, Inayati, Wirawan, Suryantan, 
Bloem, Pangaribuan, Stuetz et al. 2012; Purwestri et al. 2013; Scherbaum, 
Shapiro et al. 2009), India (Beesabathuni and Natchu 2010; Dube et al. 
2009; Gera 2010), Uganda (Bukusuba, Muranga, and Nampala 2008; Ickes 
et al. 2012), Myanmar (Cosgrove et al. 2012), and Kenya and Zambia 
(Owino et al. 2012).

The use of RUTFs did introduce positive results for children with severe 
malnutrition treated at community level in clinically moderate conditions 
in emergency and non-emergency settings. The approach of controlled 
nutrition intervention has expanded for moderate and mild forms of mal-
nutrition with exceptionally interesting developments in locally controlled 
and sourced environments. We are very concerned, however, that efforts to 
address the emergency context of communities struggling with malnutrition 
has become secondary to the potential of rapid global market expansion of 
what is essentially a fortified candy bar for very young children. We believe 
that the terminology, purpose, and prescribed use of the different forms 
of RUFs are poorly understood by the general public, but possibly also by 
many manufacturers and policy makers. The confusion benefits commercial 
expansion at the expense of proper treatment of malnutrition and attacks 
the integrity, sustainability, and potential of locally procured and culturally 
significant foods for both mildly malnourished and healthy older infants 
and young children.
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 217

Opportunities to Support and Enhance Best Practices for Both 
Child and Mother

Previously, pre- and postnatal intervention health programs have tended to 
concentrate specifically on the mother or the child, not always on both of 
them. More recently, a few programs have initiated more holistic wellness 
approaches for mothers, infants, and young children, and their communities 
around them, during the intertwined maternal-child stage of life, including 
the 1991 BFHI (UNICEF and WHO 1991), the 1992 Integrated Manage-
ment of Childhood Illness (IMCI) strategy, the 2003 WHO and UNICEF 
IYCF Global Strategy, the 2010 development by UNICEF of an integrated 
infant and young child feeding (IYCF) approach across non-emergency and 
emergency settings, that includes participatory and culturally adapted nutri-
tion education in food systems.57

The 1991 BFHI initially focused on newborns and the protection and 
promotion of breastfeeding. Over the years, as BFHI implementation 
advanced at the national level, it became clear that the focus of the initia-
tive must evolve and cover mother friendly care as well. This message was 
clearly spelled out at the international level as the 2003 IYCF Global Strat-
egy states that the health and nutrition status of women, and in turn their 
babies, requires accurate information and support from their families, com-
munities, and responsible health and non-health institutions during both 
non-emergency and emergency situations. The recognition that optimal 
breastfeeding depends upon a healthy mother-child dyad and a supportive 
environment, led to the development of a revised 2009 BFHI training pack-
age (UNICEF and WHO 2009). The updated package introduces mother 
friendly care and community support modules to ensure antenatal, labor, 
delivery, and postnatal care for women’s health and well-being. It also 
includes information on the importance of mother-infant-community sup-
port to continue best practice breastfeeding in emergencies and in the con-
text of the HIV pandemic.

WHO published online in 2010 and updated in 2011 a “Continuum of 
Care Fact Sheet: Reproductive, Maternal, Newborn and Child Health” that 
integrates the health and wellness needs of women, infants, and young chil-
dren during the period of their intertwined subjectivities.58 Embedded in 
these strategies is the UNICEF/WHO IMCI strategy, to date adopted as 
health policy by more than eighty countries.59 The IMCI approach entails 
a component of nutrition interventions such as growth monitoring, assess-
ment of visible signs of severe malnutrition and anemia, and child feed-
ing practices, as well as monitoring and support of the health status of the 
mother (WHO 2008).60

Perhaps the simplest, lowest cost and, theoretically, most accessible 
opportunity to support and enhance best feeding practices for maternal, 
infant, and young child well-being is nutrition education. Throughout the 
world, women and men, in all stages of life, need access to participatory 
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218 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

nutrition education so that they can make informed decisions about their 
own and their children’s nutritional well-being, and recognize best practices 
such as breastfeeding and diversification of diets to maximize micronutrient 
availability (Aubel 2012).61 Governments need to support this pro-health 
knowledge base, both through the advancement of food production that 
maximizes affordable and available healthy food, and by discouraging the 
marketing of poor quality food choices (Palmer 2011). Nutrition education 
should link family and community health with the capacities of local food 
production and the food economy; it should augment engagement in the 
operation and self-governance of local and regional food and nutrition sys-
tems (Jordan, Reinbott, and Kuchenbecker 2013; Krawinkel 2012).

Feeding others as a right, as a cultural tradition, and as a pleasure must 
be respected. Nutrition education must likewise adapt to the individuals and 
customs it addresses. Successful nutrition education should be participatory 
in design, embracing household and community input. It should strive to 
provide time and topic intensive sessions. An audience should be attracted 
that includes men as well as women of diverse generations and ages, and 
not just caregivers.

Case study 4.16 Indonesia: intensive nutrition education

In the case of addressing malnutrition in mildly wasted children on 
Nias Island in Western Sumatra, Indonesia, an intensive weekly nutri-
tion educational intervention (INE) program was tested for its impact 
on the nutrition knowledge and related food practices of children’s 
main caregivers, as well as on the nutritional status of children them-
selves (Inayati, Scherbaum, Purwestri, Hormann et al. 2012; Inayati, 
Scherbaum, Purwestri, Wirawan et al. 2012a, b). This INE program 
introduced culturally appropriate nutrition education that was devel-
oped in cooperation with community members and the mothers and 
caregivers of the mildly wasted children whose condition the pro-
gram hoped to address. The INE program differed from the existing 
publicly available, once per month, non-intensive nutrition educa-
tion (NE) program that also monitored child growth on a monthly 
basis. The NE program takes a more authoritarian approach with a 
lecture-based series that does not invite participants’ direct engage-
ment with the learning process.62 While both the INE and NE program 
were found to increase significantly the nutrition knowledge of moth-
ers, only the INE program appears to have significantly changed the 
actual measured nutrition practices in the household.

To investigate the best strategy to promote weight gain among 
mildly wasted children, the INE and NE programs were tested on sep-
arated subject groups, with and without the provision of additional 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 219

micronutrient powders for the mothers/caregivers to administer to 
the meals of their mildly malnourished children. The best weight gain 
and most improved hemoglobin results were achieved with the weekly 
INE program supported by micronutrient powders, followed closely 
by INE without the micronutrient powders.

Part of the explanation appears to be that without the culturally 
friendly INE approach, appropriate use, that is, the practice of learned 
knowledge, of micronutrient powders was low. Whether or not micro-
nutrient powders were distributed for mildly malnourished children at 
the monthly NE trainings, weight gain and hemoglobin status did not 
improve significantly with this education approach.

SCALING UP NUTRITION (SUN) AND MARKET DRIVEN 
APPROACHES TO ADDRESSING MALNUTRITION: 
OPPORTUNITIES OR CHALLENGES?

As the global community searches for solutions to the food and nutrition 
crisis and to address uneven progress toward the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), new efforts are being promoted. One such effort is the Scal-
ing Up Nutrition (SUN) program, announced by the World Bank, UNICEF, 
WHO, and WFP, along with some developing country partners, CSOs, and 
bilateral agencies.63 Launched in 2010, its stated aim is to accelerate action 
against hunger and address undernutrition with a focus on thirty-six high 
burden countries where 90 percent of the world’s stunted children live. The 
SUN framework is structured to reflect the findings of the 2008 five-part 
series published in The Lancet entitled “Maternal and Child Nutrition” 
(Maternal and Child Nutrition Study Group 2008). This open access col-
lection of articles focuses on the so-called “window of opportunity” that 
encompasses the “1,000 days” from pregnancy and breastfeeding through 
the first two years of a child’s life wherein proper nutrition and care is vital 
for lifelong physical and mental development. Under conditions of malnu-
trition, appropriate and cost effective interventions can positively influence 
growth and cognitive development. Among other advantages, a program 
that overcomes malnutrition within the one thousand days can benefit both 
an individual child’s earnings potential throughout her/his lifetime, and, 
also, national economic growth overall.

SUN’s strategy has been to develop a broad partnership of “stake-
holders,” including “government, donor organizations, United Nations 
agencies, civil society, business, technical and research institutions” to 
cooperatively address maternal and child malnutrition.64 The stated aim 
of this multisectoral PPP is to integrate nutrition issues at the national 
level into related sectors such as food security (including agriculture), 
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220 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

social protection (including emergency relief), and health (including 
maternal and child health care, immunization, and family planning). 
SUN’s declared emphasis is on the development of strong country strate-
gies that are based on its people’s unique needs, constraints, capacities, 
challenges, and priorities.

However, various social movements, public interest CSOs, and some 
countries have refused to participate in SUN. Their forbearance lies in the 
perception of the project as a donor-led process that does not address the 
central issues of populations most affected by hunger and malnutrition, and 
that SUN has, as have all PPPs, built-in conflicts of interest. The perspec-
tive sharply challenges SUN’s image of itself as a social movement. Concern 
prevails that SUN opens the door wide to profit-driven interests and that it 
prioritizes market-based, medicalized solutions to malnutrition over devel-
oping local capacity to support good nutrition. Such an orientation can 
threaten best health and nutrition practices and status, as well as promote 
and commercialize globally marketed supplementary foods (like RUFs) that 
can depress local food and nutrition economies and systems (Lhotska, Bel-
lows, and Scherbaum 2012; Schuftan 2011; Schuftan and Greiner 2013; 
Schuftan and Holla 2012).

The SUN program recognizes the private sector’s normal and expected 
imperative of profit over public interest. To that end, SUN warns poten-
tial corporate collaborators that they must plan on some population 
groups simply being outside their reach. The steadily changing “living 
document” begun in 2011, “Private Sector Engagement Tool Kit,” states 
that “public-private partners that wish to engage in a partnership should 
at minimum acknowledge and accept that populations below a certain 
minimum (poverty-line) cannot be served by this [infant and young child 
feeding] market but need special programs by public sector”.65 But, while 
SUN identifies populations outside the industry’s reach because they are 
too poor, it fails to close off other population groups that are protected 
by policy and ethical regulations that prohibit industry-customer inter-
actions, namely the 1981 Code and relevant subsequent WHA resolu-
tions. The tool kit does in fact mention the Code; however, compliance 
is falsely identified as the duty of NGOs as opposed to SUN business 
partners.

Partners should be aware of each other’s mandates, norms & values 
and act accordingly (e.g., NGO compliancy with International Code of 
marketing of breastmilk substitutes or private sector goals for business 
growth).66

Until the time of this writing, SUN has not explicitly ruled out any par-
ticipation by manufacturers of products falling under the scope of the Code. 
Instead, it urges partners to be aware of each other’s mandates, norms, and 
values and to act accordingly.
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 221

Nevertheless, under pressure from some public interest NGOs, the SUN 
Movement Secretariat appears to have begun to take a position vis-à-vis 
its industry partners. The SUN website reports that in 2013 the SUN sec-
retariat began work on conflicts of interest, to be finalized in 2015, and 
monitoring and evaluation.67 However, in tune with the introduction earlier 
in this chapter, SUN proposes to “minimize[e] potential conflicts of interest 
through shared common codes of conduct” (SUN Road Map Task Team 
2010, 15), again supporting self-organized, non-regulated, and voluntary, 
not binding, adherence to international codes. Unlike the SUN secretariat, 
the SUN tool kit does not even use the term “conflicts of interest” but only 
“conflicting priorities.”68

In its SUN Movement Progress Report: 2011–2012 (SUN Movement 
Secretariat 2012a), the SUN secretariat advised “SUN countries” that man-
ufacturers of infant formula whose current marketing practices have been 
shown to violate the Code should be excluded from national programs.

Different SUN country platforms are establishing clear principles for 
businesses to engage in the Scaling Up Nutrition SUN Movement. They 
[the different SUN countries] are supported by the SUN business network 
and SUN Movement Secretariat—which advises that manufacturers of 
infant formula whose current marketing practices have been shown to 
violate the International Code for the Marketing of Breast-milk Substi-
tutes should be excluded. (SUN Movement Secretariat 2012a, 54).

Advice given to “SUN countries” is apparently not considered relevant 
for the international executive arm of SUN. The SUN secretariat does not 
seem to be preoccupied by the fact that SUN itself has an inherent conflict 
of interest when following the PPP model and including industry, such as 
Unilever and Britannia Industries Ltd., directly, or through members, such 
as GAIN, on its decision-making Lead Group (IBFAN 2012). Additionally, 
the SUN partner EPODE International Network has the perennial Code 
violator Nestlé as its core partner.69

The SUN secretariat exposes itself and the integrity of public policy to 
tangible and known risk by partnering with industries that it knows vio-
late international standards and codes, and by recommending countries 
to eschew. An example of the ability for industry to influence new pub-
lic policy direction outside of open, transparent, and participatory public 
and national review can be seen in the SUN secretariat’s apparently favor-
able position with regard to genetically modified seeds. The SUN tool kit 
presents the Pepsico Frito Lay Company’s supported Lays Andinas potato 
project as a positive example of private-public cooperation to address mal-
nutrition. In other words, technical assistance in nutrition is claimed by one 
of the biggest makers of snack foods that contribute to the obesity problem 
and, further, that includes genetic modification of potato seeds in countries 
with important seed resources and biodiversity in potato plants.
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222 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

In 2012, SUN updated its 2010 Road Map for Scaling-Up Nutrition. 
The 2012 SUN Movement: Revised Road Map (hereinafter referred to as 
Revised Road Map):

[e]ncourag[es] corporate social responsibility in nutrition: ensure[s] 
responsible business practices such as those that recognise the vital role 
of exclusive breast-feeding in protecting the health and wellbeing of 
children. The Network will ensure that there is no place in the SUN 
Movement for companies that break the code on the marketing of 
breast milk substitutes. (SUN Movement Secretariat 2012b, 20)

This may sound like an improvement; however, the Revised Road Map 
disregards the fact that full compliance with the Code and all relevant sub-
sequent WHA resolutions includes protection of non-exclusive, continued 
breastfeeding for two years or beyond with adequate complementary feed-
ing. In this slippery rewording, the Revised Road Map opens the six to 
twenty-four plus month period to industry expansion while at the same time 
calling for respect of the Code.

The 2012 Revised Road Map attempts to clarify SUN’s position on 
industry conflicts of interest. The text acknowledges potential conflicts of 
interest, but only as lying “between SUN stakeholders” (SUN Movement 
Secretariat 2012b, 10; emphasis added) or devolved to the country level. 
Further, the Revised Road Map states: “[a]ll stakeholders in the Movement 
use the 2012 World Health Assembly resolution 64–6 on Maternal, Infant 
and Young Child Nutrition as one of the starting points to resolve conflicts” 
(SUN Movement Secretariat 2012b, 10). It must be most emphatically 
stated, however, that no WHO resolution provides guidance on conflict 
resolution; they only urge that conflicts of interests should be avoided. 
Moreover, WHA Resolution 64.6 is related to health workforce strength-
ening, not to maternal and infant feeding nutrition (see WHA 2011). Per-
haps this is a simple typo? Regardless, the statement that “[t]he Movement 
is guided by the secretariats of specialised UN system agencies and other 
multi-stakeholder bodies on the handling of such issues” (SUN Movement 
Secretariat 2012b, 10) is not reassuring. As explained earlier, neither WHO 
nor UNICEF has a comprehensive conflict of interest policy. SUN, indeed, 
could set a positive example by developing a sound policy for its own opera-
tions. Instead, through its basically flawed design of including industry on 
its decision-making board (Lead Group), SUN “invites the fox to build the 
chicken coop.” In other words, the corporate actor on the board, whose 
primary interest and fiduciary duty to shareholders is to maximize profits 
including by developing new markets for junk food and artificial infant food 
among high poverty populations, now contributes to health policy devel-
opment. The central problem is that SUN asks the world to trust industry 
actors instead of encouraging SUN’s partners and member countries to exer-
cise caution and apply an “[at] arm’s length” approach and to set up sound 
policies of engagement with the corporate sector.
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 223

In May 2013, the Global Social Observatory (GSO) announced on its 
website a consultative process on conflict of interest, “Announcement for 
a Consultation Process on Conflict of Interest in the Scaling Up Nutrition 
Movement.”70 Paid US$935,449 by the Gates Foundation,71 this work 
was delegated by the SUN Movement Lead Group to the GSO, a group 
whose secretariat is based inside Hagen Resources International (HRI). HRI 
defines its goal as “help[ing] clients respond to the growing involvement 
of the United Nations system in issues of importance to conducting global 
business, including the expanding opportunities for public/private partner-
ships.”72 The chief executive officer of HRI is Katherine Anne Hagen, who 
is also the executive director for the GSO and the Council for Multilateral 
Business Diplomacy. The latter organization claims to be “a responsible 
voice for business in international affairs.” The authors are concerned that 
GSO is not a neutral or an independent group with regards to considering 
the subject of business conflicts of interest, and, therefore, not best suited to 
assist SUN in defining its conflict of interest safeguards.

Authors are apprehensive about the SUN project, anticipating that it is 
unlikely to achieve nutrition sustainability at the local or national level, 
can jeopardize best practices, and will serve to build or reinforce poorer 
countries’ dependency on outside sources to feed their young children. We 
believe that SUN may indeed increase the costs of maternal-child health 
and that it patronizes women as objects of medical care instead of rights 
holders with claims, knowledge, and participatory capacity regarding their 
own and their families’ well-being and support. Ready-to-use foods (RUFS, 
RUSFs, and RUTFs) tend to be produced in industrialized countries by pri-
vate sector companies, purchased with public funds, and then distributed 
to countries dealing with a high burden of malnutrition. While ostensibly 
addressing and changing an undernutrition problem, corporate interests 
engage because they anticipate the development of new and stable markets, 
if not dependencies, on their goods into the future. The public policy goal 
should be to support sustainable strategies that maximize local and national 
self-determination and avoid dependencies on a global corporate industry.

The greatest capacity to protect and promote family well-being against 
all odds of poverty and conflict lies with women and their communities, 
including men and children. Thus, the appropriate strategy must be to 
support and empower women and their communities and not to patron-
ize them as helpless, victimized, and the newest consumers of rich country 
exports. Market-based approaches, in particular those involving TNCs in 
decision-making processes concerning local and community well-being, dis-
tort public policies, and degrade and devalue the best practices of breast-
feeding and the appropriate introduction of adequate complementary 
feeding. A short review of internet RUF advertisements quickly reveals 
that private sector interests collapse the nutritionally relevant distinctions 
between severe, moderate, and mild forms of undernutrition into medically 
under-supervised and under-regulated market bonanzas. We recommend 
research into the unregulated field of marketing these products.
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224 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

Earlier in this chapter we reported that the blatantly unethical promotion 
of breastmilk substitutes in the 1950s led to the elimination of breastfeeding 
culture in many regions, eliciting the new concept of commerciogenic mal-
nutrition, wherein the impact of unethical marketing of inferior and danger-
ous nutritional products leads to increased morbidity and mortality. This is 
the outcome we fear from the SUN program because of its central approach 
on promoting packaged supplementary foods and concurrently ignoring 
both attention to optimal breastfeeding and local solutions for adequate 
complementary feeding, as well as their integration into the promotion of 
equitable and sustainable food systems, economies, and societies.

In his 2011 report to the HRC as the former special rapporteur on the 
right to food, De Schutter reflects upon the sustainability of nutrition initia-
tives such as SUN and GAIN. He voices concern that these initiatives are 
not aligned within a human rights framework and that they “overlook the 
entitlements that have been established under international law for women, 
children, minorities, refugees and internally displaced persons, and other 
groups that may be subjected to marginalization and discrimination” (HRC 
2011a). To its credit, the 2012 SUN Movement Revised Road Map, issued 
after the former special rapporteur’s 2011 report, mentions rights no less 
than six times in the following contexts: the 2012 HRC resolution on the 
right to food, human rights and equity, duty bearers and rights holders, 
rights-based approaches, and human rights defenders. The document high-
lights “a rights-based approach” (SUN Movement Secretariat 2012b, 4) as 
the first of the SUN “Principles of Engagement:”

For the Movement to function effectively, its members must abide by a 
“social contract” which establishes a common purpose, agreed behav-
iours and mutual accountability. The contract is reflected as “Prin-
ciples of Engagement” and aligns to the framework for development 
effectiveness as outlined in the Paris/Accra/Busan accords. At all times 
members should take care to avoid behaving and acting in ways which 
could disempower—or even harm—those the Movement seeks to serve. 
This may require members adapting their behaviour to change the duty 
bearer-rights holder dynamics.

1) Be rights-based: act in line with a commitment to uphold the equity 
and rights of all women, men and their children. (SUN Movement Secre-
tariat 2012b, 10)

The problem is that human rights, as legal framework and principle of 
engagement, are neither elaborated nor is further guidance provided on the 
“rights-based approach” in the seventy-six page document. There is also 
the matter of the confusing language suggesting that members may need 
to adapt “their behavior to change the duty bearer-rights holder dynam-
ics.” For private sector businesses that have shown little regard for interna-
tional codes and regulations, and who have been invited to participate in 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 225

SUN despite their violation of those very same, the call for a “rights-based 
approach” to promoting their goods to address maternal, infant, and young 
child malnutrition may well appear as much of a pretense to them as it does 
to us.

How do we move forward to address integrated multisector nutrition 
engagements? First, there must be clear conflict of interest safeguards to 
protect public policy goals from the natural and primary profit motive of 
private sector companies. Second, the private sector can be consulted but 
must not be in the position of making public policy. Third, states must 
adopt and enforce international codes and treaties into national legislation 
in order to strengthen capacity to monitor and regulate mandatory adher-
ence to global human rights norms by corporate interests. The track record 
on violations of the Code unambiguously indicates that such regulation is 
necessary (IBFAN 2014).

We argue that the path of addressing maternal, infant, and young child 
nutrition is through attention to all human rights across the life span 
with particular focus on the reproductive rights of girls and women, as 
well as on their nutritional needs (and those, also, of all boys and men). 
Short-term nutrition interventions during the “1,000 days” must be built 
into a long-term life span approach, not replace it. We recommend that 
approaches that promote and respect the human rights framework by defi-
nition uphold and stimulate people’s self-determination, not their depen-
dency. To this end, nutrition interventions must include dedicated emphasis 
on intensive, locally designed, participatory nutrition and health education, 
and agricultural policy to disseminate information about nutritional best 
practices and to integrate them into local food system structures.

Nutrition interventions on behalf of maternal, infant, and young child 
nutrition during the “window of opportunity” time must include attention 
to the mother’s health before, during, and after birth. This includes both 
the pregnancy and the protection, promotion, and support of breastfeeding 
to ensure that mothers, their families, and their communities are protected 
from commercial pressures for artificial infant feeding, and that they have 
the education to understand the critical importance of early exclusive and 
continued breastfeeding with a gradual and appropriate introduction of 
adequate complementary foods in the six to twenty-four month postnatal 
period. We note that in this regard, the former special rapporteur on the 
right to food finds it “troubling that the 1981 International Code of Mar-
keting of Breast-milk Substitutes and subsequent World Health Assembly 
(WHA) resolutions remain under-enforced, despite the wide recognition 
that exclusive breastfeeding for the six first months and continued breast-
feeding, combined with safe and adequate complementary foods, up to 
2 years old or beyond is the optimal way of feeding infants, and reduces the 
risk of obesity and NCDs later in life” (HRC 2011a, para. 16). He there-
fore emphasizes that “[c]ountries committed to scaling up nutrition should 
begin by regulating the marketing of commercial infant formula and other 
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226 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

breast-milk substitutes, in accordance with WHA resolution 63.23, and by 
implementing the full set of WHO recommendations on the marketing of 
breast-milk substitutes and of foods and non-alcoholic beverages to chil-
dren, in accordance with WHA resolution 63.14” (HRC 2011a, para. 16).

Families and communities need to understand the absolute necessity of 
meeting pregnant women’s and breastfeeding mothers’ extra nutritional 
demands. A cooperative, participatory approach is important to identify 
existing local food knowledge and taboos (Scherbaum 1996), as well as 
service resources to promote best practices in order to maximize the nutri-
tional status of pregnant and breastfeeding women and their children ages 
zero to twenty-four months. This collective action should evolve into a 
community-based, local governance mechanism that seeks to strengthen 
the local food and nutrition system overall and protect it by safeguarding 
children’s and women’s human right to adequate food and nutrition. Gov-
ernments must promote, respect, and protect communities’ capacities to 
provide themselves with adequate food and thus contribute to their rights 
holders’ highest attainable standard of physical and mental health.

Support for these positions comes from the former UN special rapporteur 
on the right to food, Olivier de Schutter, who writes that he considers the 
protection of the right to adequate food requires nothing less than direct 
intervention by states. Regulating private sector marketing practices is essen-
tial because “[s]elf- regulation by the agrifood industry has proven ineffec-
tive” (HRC 2011a, para. 41). He urges states to “[t]ranspose into domestic 
legislation the International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes 
and the WHO recommendations on the marketing of breast-milk substitutes 
and of foods and non-alcoholic beverages to children, and ensure their effec-
tive enforcement” (HRC 2011a, para. 50(b)). The CRC Committee in its 
2013 General Comment 15 and General Comment 16 also strongly urges 
states to strengthen protection measures through Code implementation and 
by limiting marketing and advertising of energy dense, micronutrient poor 
foods (CRC Committee 2013a, b).

De Schutter further urges the private sector, consistent with its responsi-
bility to respect the right to adequate food, to “[c]omply fully with the Inter-
national Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes, abstaining from 
promoting breast-milk substitutes, and comply with the WHO recommen-
dations on the marketing of foods and non-alcoholic beverages to children, 
even where local enforcement is weak or non-existent” (HRC 2011a, para. 
51(a)), a call echoed by the CRC Committee General Comment 15. Finally, 
the former special rapporteur insists that the private sector should abstain 
from “[i]mposing nutrition-based interventions where local ecosystems are 
able to support sustainable diets, and systematically ensure that such inter-
ventions prioritize local solutions and are consistent with the objective of 
moving towards sustainable diets” (HRC 2011a, para. 51(b)).

We urge states to respond to this call for the respect of local food sys-
tems by adopting measures that would regulate marketing of all types of RUFs.  
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 227

The 2010 SCN NGO/CSO Draft Guidelines for the Marketing of Ready  
to Use Supplemental Foods for Children (SCN NGO/CSO 2010) can serve 
as a good starting point for governments to challenge marketing and pro-
motional schemes for these products.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LEGAL, POLICY, AND 
PROGRAMMATIC LEVELS

• The first requirement of maternal and child nutritional well-being must 
be that it is rooted in women’s right to self-determination and auton-
omy with respect to reproductive and partner choices. While the special 
nutritional demands of pregnant and lactating women as well as infants 
and young children through the first two years require special attention, 
women’s human rights in general, and women’s right to adequate food 
and nutrition in particular, must not be conflated with motherhood. 
Likewise, attention to the special needs of maternal and child health must 
never be interpreted as determining motherhood as intrinsic to female 
identity and goals, excluding in the process attention to the nutrition sta-
tus and needs of women of all ages who are not biological mothers.

• Policies and programs must address the special nutritional demands 
and improve the nutritional status of women, infants, and young 
children during pregnancy and through the first two years of the 
child’s life.

i. Current and future approaches must favor comprehensive policies 
and programs that respect and pay attention to the intertwined 
subjectivities of the mother and child, and the time dependent and 
specific food and nutrition rights and needs of women and chil-
dren in pregnancy and up to the age of two years old.

ii. Women’s food and nutrition rights and needs over the life span 
must not be neglected, noting that interventions in support of 
mother-child health and nutrition must not treat pregnancy and 
lactation as periods isolated from the rest of the life and the longer 
term well-being of women and children.

iii. To achieve their right to adequate food and nutrition, women 
must have non-discriminatory access to their full and indivisible 
set of women’s human rights more generally, including respect for 
and protection of economic, social, and cultural rights (e.g., clean 
water, sanitation, housing, health care, and education) and civil 
and political rights (e.g., participation and self-determination in 
the context of family, community, and state strategies to fulfill the 
right to adequate food and nutrition).

• A comprehensive framework or convention is required to address 
the independent, and yet critically interconnected, rights, needs, and 
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228 Lhotska, Scherbaum, and Bellows

capacities of women and children in the stages of pregnancy, child-
birth, and through age two years old of the child’s life in order to 
tackle the rights, needs, and capabilities of both mother and child dur-
ing this critical period of biological, emotional, social, and legal inter-
connectedness. Until so accomplished, relevant treaty bodies should 
ensure inter-committee coordination to guarantee coherence in recom-
mendations issued for states parties.

• Governments must promote adequate nutrition during pregnancy and 
lactation, and must protect and promote breastfeeding as a human 
right (not a duty) to guarantee the highest attainable standard of health 
and nutritional well-being for both women and children. Women’s 
and children’s right to adequate food and nutrition must not be inter-
preted as, or equated with, a right or a duty of a woman to breastfeed. 
Such a perspective would reflect rampant discrimination and violence 
against women and attempt to shift further the burden of obligations 
to protect, respect, and fulfill the right to adequate food and nutrition 
from state and non-state actors to women.

• Full, unbiased, and culturally sensitive participatory health and nutri-
tion education is needed throughout the world for women and men in 
all stages of life so that they can make informed decisions about their 
own and their children’s nutritional well-being, and recognize best 
practices such as breastfeeding and diversification of diets to maxi-
mize macro- and micro-nutrient availability.

• The UN, their relevant agencies, and nation states must take steps to 
address failure by non-state actors to respect women’s and children’s 
right to adequate food and nutrition

• Policies and programs must address the special nutritional demands 
and improve the nutritional status of women, infants, and young 
children during pregnancy and through the first two years of the 
child’s life.

i. A comprehensive ethical and policy framework at the UN level 
is needed to adequately deal with conflicts of interest and help 
to delineate the appropriate from the inappropriate roles of pri-
vate for-profit actors, and thus prevent the harmful impact of 
profit-motivated conflicts of interest on public policy making and 
programs.

ii. Policies and programs, including those focusing on nutritional 
requirements associated with the intertwined nutritional rights 
and needs of mothers and children during pregnancy, infancy, and 
the first two years of a child’s life, must not result in trade or tech-
nical product dependencies that erode or supplant local capacity.

iii. Governments must regulate the marketing, promotion, distribu-
tion, and ensure the correct use of ready-to-use therapeutic and 
supplementary food products (RUFs in general, including RUTFs 
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Maternal, Infant, and Young Child Feeding 229

and RUSFs), must give higher priority to and support research 
into opportunities for local production of alternative forms of 
these products (if they are needed), and decrease local dependency 
on external international markets and aid.

iv. Governments must regulate, through legally binding measures, the 
marketing of breastmilk substitutes in order to fulfill their obliga-
tion to protect the right to adequate food and nutrition. As part 
of this obligation they must prevent violations and/or non-respect 
of the International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes 
and subsequent relevant WHA resolutions by non-state actors.

v. Emergency aid should follow current international policies and 
guidance in order not to undermine optimal maternal and infant 
and young child feeding practices but rather to support these 
through cooperation among diverse agencies, organizations, ser-
vice providers at all levels, and donors involved in and supporting 
emergency and disaster relief work.

• The private sector, consistent with its responsibility to respect the right 
to adequate food and nutrition, should:

i. Comply fully with the provisions of the International Code 
of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes and subsequent rele-
vant WHA resolutions, regardless of any other implementation 
measures taken

ii. Comply with the WHO recommendations on the marketing of 
foods and non-alcoholic beverages to children, regardless of 
whether or not local enforcement is weak or non-existent

iii. Abstain from imposing nutrition-based interventions where local 
ecosystems are able to support sustainable diets, and systemati-
cally ensure that such interventions prioritize local solutions and 
are consistent with the objective of moving toward sustainable 
adequate diets.

NOTES

1. Not only can the positive short- and long-term nutritional and overall health 
impacts of breastfeeding on mothers and children not be equaled by substi-
tutes; there is increasing evidence that the protein content (Koletzko 2006) and 
iron content (Lozoff et al. 2011) in infant formulas has been too high during 
the last decades, leading to higher risk for childhood overweight/obesity and 
lower score for spatial memory and visual-motor coordination respectively.

2. For a discussion about disconnects present in the current human rights system, 
please see chapter two of this volume.

3. According to a 2011 UNICEF report, gender discrimination increases with 
age. Further, the gender disparities among children may be less than previ-
ously thought after disparities in initial survival are taken into account (UNI-
CEF 2011).
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4. Recent research from Bangladesh shows that women are more likely to have a 
stunted child if they have had life time exposure to physical intimate partner 
violence (IPV; Ziaei, Naved, and Ekström 2012).

5 This statement by Eglantyne Jebb can be found on the Learning to Give web-
site “Save the Children” (http://learningtogive.org/papers/paper395.html; 
accessed March 28, 2014).

6. Traditional/alternative social exchange includes, but is not limited to, commu-
nally owned and distributed goods, local currency-based formal and informal 
trade, sharing, bartering, gifting, etc.

7. The reporting framework for ICECSR and CRC is the same: the first report by 
a state party is due two years after ratification and thereafter every five years; 
for CEDAW, the first report is due one year after ratification and then every 
four years.

8. For the purposes of this volume, civil society actors are individuals who vol-
untarily engage in forms of public participation and action around shared 
interests, purposes, or values that are compatible with the goals of the UN.

9. Please refer to UN General Assembly resolutions 60/165 (2006) and 61/163 
(2007), HRC resolutions 7/14 (2008) and 10/12 (2009), and CESCR General 
Comment 12 on the Right to Adequate Food (1999, paras. 40–41).

10. This quote was taken from the UN Global Compact website “Overview of the 
UN Global Compact” (http://www.unglobalcompact.org/Aboutthegc/index.
html; accessed April 14, 2014).

11. The Human Rights Council is an intergovernmental body within the UN system 
made up of forty-seven states responsible for strengthening the promotion and 
protection of human rights around the globe. The council was created by the 
UN General Assembly, March 15, 2006, with the main purpose of addressing 
situations of human rights violations and making recommendations on them. 
For more information on the HRC, please visit the website of the OHCHR 
(http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/AboutCouncil.aspx; accessed 
May 23, 2014).

12. For more information on this UNICEF, Save the Children, and UN Global Com-
pact joint initiative, please visit the UNICEF website with reference to Children’s 
Rights and Business Principles (http://www.unicef.org/csr/12.htm; accessed 
April 14, 2014). Note that these Children’s Rights and Business Principles are  
sometimes called “Children’s Rights and Business Principles Initiative” (CRBPI) 
in documents by the International Baby Food Action Network (IBFAN; see e.g., 
IBFAN 2011a).

13. For more information on the ten UN Global Compact principles, please 
refer to the UN Global Compact website (http://www.unglobalcompact.org/
AboutTheGC/TheTenPrinciples/index.html; accessed October 15, 2011).

14. For more information about the UN General Assembly Special Session on Chil-
dren and its supporting events, please visit the UNICEF website on this special 
session (http://www.unicef.org/specialsession; accessed May 24, 2014).

15. As of May 2014, GAIN’s Board of Directors is comprised of the following per-
sons: Jay Naidoo (board chair; co-founder of the investment and management 
company J&J Group), Joachim von Braun (board vice chair; director of the 
Center for Development Research (ZEF), Bonn), Shawn K. Baker (board mem-
ber; director of the Nutrition Global Development Program), Vinita Bali (board 
member; managing director of the Britannia Industries Ltd., India), Ashok 
Kumar Bharti (board member; head of the National Confederation of Dalit 
Organisations), Pierre Henchoz (board member; private banker, Switzerland), 
Richard Hurrell (board member; professor emeritus of the Institute of Food Sci-
ence and Nutrition at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (ETH)), Kaiser 
Kabir (board member; CEO and managing director of Renata, Bangladesh), 
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Anna Lartey (board member; director of the Nutrition division at FAO, Italy), 
Admassu Tadesse (board member; president and chief executive officer at PTA 
Bank, Kenya), Stanley Zlotkin (board member; chief of Global Child Health at 
the Hospital for Sick Children, Canada).

16. This quote on “Britannia purpose” was taken from the presentation Brittania 
Industries Limited: Health and Nutrition Initiatives available online at the web-
site of Britannia Industries Ltd. (www.britannia.co.in/bnf/media/britannia-in-
health-nutrition.pdf; accessed May 24, 2014).

17. For general information on the structure and organization of all UN funds, 
programs, and other entities, please visit the “Structure and Organization” page 
of the UN website (http://www.un.org/en/aboutun/structure; accessed April 14, 
2014).

18. This ad hoc Conflicts of Interest Coalition comprises civil society organizations 
united by the common objective of safeguarding public health policy making 
against commercial conflicts of interest through the development of a code of 
conduct and ethical framework for interactions with the private sector. For 
more information on the Conflicts of Interest 2011 challenge of the trend of 
businesses positioning themselves within civil society, please visit the Baby Milk 
Action website (http://info.babymilkaction.org/node/458; accessed May 24, 
2014).

19. The UN 2010 Every Woman Every Child Initiative is designed to accelerate 
progress toward women’s and children’s health and the achievement of the Mil-
lennium Development Goals (MDGs) 4 and 5—to reduce child mortality and 
improve maternal health. For more information, please visit the UN Foundation 
website of the initiative (www.everywomaneverychild.org/about; accessed Feb-
ruary 20, 2014).

20. “Bluewash” refers to a process by which corporations figuratively “wrap them-
selves in the blue flag of the United Nations in order to associate themselves 
with UN themes of human rights, labor rights, and environmental protection” 
(taken from the CorpWatch website at www.corpwatch.org/article.php?id=242, 
accessed May 24, 2014).

21. This initial commitment by Nestlé to Every Woman Every Child was 
last retrieved from the website of the UN Foundation for the initia-
tive on 6  October 2011 (www.everywomaneverychild.org/commitments/
all-commitments/blog).

22. Nestlé’s commitment to Every Woman Every Child of 2011 can be found on the 
website of the UN Foundation for the initiative (www.everywomaneverychild.
org/commitments/all-commitments/blog; accessed May 24, 2014).

23. According to Singh, Sedgh, and Hussain (2010), 40 percent of all pregnancies 
in developing countries are unintended; in developed countries, the percent-
age increases to 47 percent. Induced abortion is an outcome of unintended 
pregnancies which is a neglected public health challenge on a global scale. 
Nearly all cases of induced abortion (97 percent) occur in developing coun-
tries, contributing substantially to maternal mortality (Grimes et al. 2006). 
Research reveals that the rate of unsafe abortions has increased between 1995 
and 2008, and that restricted abortion laws do not result in lower abortion 
rates (Sedgh et al. 2012).

24. Very recently, a study in Germany by Hirsch and Rademacher (2014, 21) 
revealed that “completely and correctly implemented recommendations [on the 
nutrition of infants and nursing mothers published by the Healthy Life—Young 
Families Network in June 2010] can only be found in 30 % of advice leaflets [on 
infant nutrition] available nationwide.”

25. According to A. F. Williams (2009, 167), the mother’s “nutrient balance will be 
largely determined by dietary intake, the size of her nutrient reserve by her body 
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size and composition, and the availability of nutrients to the fetus by her meta-
bolic competence both to mobilise nutrients from stores and to partition dietary 
supply between stores and the fetoplacental unit.” Optimal nutritional intake 
must be ensured in women of childbearing age during all stages of pregnancy 
and while breastfeeding (Thurnham 2012).

26. The Subcommittee on Nutrition was created in April 1977 by the UN Economic 
and Social Council (ECOSOC) as a subcommittee to the Administrative Com-
mittee on Coordination of the UN (ACC). As a result of the 2001 UN reform of 
the ACC (which was renamed as the Chief Executives Board [CEB]), the Sub-
committee on Nutrition continued its functions as the United Nations Standing 
Committee on Nutrition (SCN).

27. Breastfeeding is central to the Lactational Amenorrhea Method (LAM), a tem-
porary (six month) family planning method, based on natural infertility result-
ing from “full breastfeeding.” This method is 98 percent effective if exclusive 
breastfeeding is performed and results in neither side effects nor extra cost. Full 
breastfeeding is the term applied to both exclusive breastfeeding (no other liq-
uid or solid is given to the infant) and almost exclusive breastfeeding (vitamins, 
water, juice, or ritualistic feeds given infrequently in addition to breastfeeds; see 
LINKAGES 2001).

28. Excessive postnatal weight gain should be generally avoided, even for infants 
with low birth weight; research suggests that rapid infant growth, or “catch-up 
growth,” may be associated with an increased risk for obesity, diabetes, hyper-
tension, cardiovascular disease, and osteopenia in later life (Weaver 2006).

29. The extra three to five hundred kilocalories requirement for mothers during 
lactation assumes that all the energy in breastsmilk is derived from the mother’s 
diet and not from energy that might have been stored during pregnancy (LINK-
AGES 2009, Table 3, note b).

30. In Germany, policy makers changed the international recommendation of exclu-
sive breastfeeding from six months to five months as a cost-cutting strategy to 
avoid putting into place measures and supporting structures, including services, 
to support six months of exclusive breastfeeding (Krawinkel 2011b).

31. Especially when a watery, monotonous cereal/roots flour porridge is being 
offered as complementary food, it is often healthier to support a quick transi-
tion to more appropriate family meals containing a higher dietary diversity (see 
Palmer 2009).

32. As of May 2014, WHA resolutions relevant to the Code comprise resolutions 
WHA35.26 (WHA 1982), WHA37.30 (1984), WHA39.28 (1986), WHA41.11 
(1988), WHA43.3 (1990), WHA47.5 (1994), WHA49.15 (1996), WHA54.2 
(2001), WHA55.25 (2002), WHA58.32 (2005), WHA59.11 (2006a), 
WHA59.21 (2006b), WHA61.20 (2008), WHA63.23 (2010), and WHA65.6 
(2012b).

33. The Nestlé infant formula Good Start Probiotic contains Bifidobacterium lactis, 
a strain of bacteria found in breastmilk. The preparation instructions given on 
the product label and on the website of Nestlé Canada (http://www.nestle-baby.
ca/en/products/formula/starter/goodstart_probiotic.htm; accessed May 26, 
2014) state that warming the formula to temperatures above 40°C (100°F) will 
“compromise the B. lactis” (see also Collier 2009). Furthermore, and based on 
its meta-analysis on research related to the supplementation of infant formula 
with probiotics and prebiotics, the Committee on Nutrition of the European 
Society for Paediatric Gastroenterology, Hepatology and Nutrition (ESPGHAN) 
“does not recommend the routine use of probiotic-supplemented formula in 
infants” (ESPGHAN 2011, 248).

34. For more information on these consumer recommendations by the CDC on 
Cronobacter infection and infant formula, please visit the CDC website (http://
www.cdc.gov/Features/Cronobacter/; accessed April 10, 2014).
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35. In the interview by Fabrice Bonvin (2013, 56), Dr. Motarjemi further states: 
“L’attitude qui prédominait était que ‘tan qu’on n’est pas pris, on continue!’ 
Certains me faisaient même comprendre qu’il fallait une crise ou un scandale 
pour que la direction prenne enfin des mesures. [The prevailing attitude was 
to say that ‘as long as we remain unnoticed, we continue!’ Some even made 
me understand that a crisis or scandal was needed to finally take measures].”

36. For reports on the meetings of the CRC Committee as concerning infant and 
young child feeding, please visit the IBFAN website (http://ibfan.org/reports-on-
the-un-committee-on-the-rights-of-the-child; accessed May 15, 2014).

37. For more information on the history of the BFHI, please visit the WHO website 
(http://www.who.int/nutrition/topics/bfhi/en/; accessed April 14, 2014).

38. A study in the United States, for example, found that Code violating distribution 
of commercial hospital discharge packs, implying hospital endorsement of for-
mula, resulted in lower rates of exclusive breastfeeding (Rosenberg et al. 2008).

39. The authors would like to thank Dr. med. Leila Srour for her input on the Bear 
Brand marketing case study in Laos.

40. Barennes et al. (2008, 3) reported that 19 percent of the adults interviewed indi-
cated “giving the coffee creamer with the Bear Brand logo to infants at a mean 
age of 4.7 months.”

41. WHA Resolution 39.28 called follow-up infant formula “unnecessary” (WHA 
1986, para. 3(2)(b)). See also 2013 WHO Information Concerning the Use and 
Marketing of Follow-up Formula wherein it states: “as well as being unneces-
sary, follow-up formula is unsuitable when used as a breast-milk replacement 
from six months of age onwards” (WHO 2013c, 1). However, these follow-up 
products continue to be manufactured, generating huge profits for the baby 
food industry. They were essentially invented after the adoption of the Code in 
order to get around its rulings (see IBFAN 2014). As described in this chapter 
in case study 4.8, the Bear Brand logo used on follow-up formulas was also 
used on creamer products, leading to confusion that proved disastrous for many 
children (Barennes et al. 2008). These so-called “toddler” or “growing up” milk 
products have moreover been reported to promote overweight (Gooze, Ander-
son, and Whitaker 2011).

42. Letter dated May 24, 2011, from eighteen aid agencies working in Lao Peo-
ple’s Democratic Republic to the chairman of the board and CEO of Nestlé. It 
can be located on the Baby Milk Action website (http://info.babymilkaction.
org/sites/info.babymilkaction.org/files/Aid%20Agencies%20in%20Laos%20
refuse%20to%20apply%20for%20Nestle%20cash_30%20May%202011.
pdf; accessed April 14, 2014).

43. Dr. med. Leila Srour is a pediatric continuing medical education coordinator at 
Health Frontiers (University of Health Sciences, Vientiane) and co-authored the 
research study by Barennes et al. (2008).

44. As a consequence of long-term breastfeeding, Ethiopian adults can remember 
themselves suckling at their mother’s breast and perceive it as a positive feel-
ing of bonding and security (Asefa Tolessa, pers. comm.; Asefa Tolessa acted 
as research assistant during the doctoral study of chapter coauthor Veronika 
Scherbaum).

45. Note de service, service de loisirs, sports et vie communautaire, ville de Gatin-
eau, 1 Octobre 2009 [Memorandum, recreation services, sports, and commu-
nity life, City of Gatineau, 1 October 2009].

46. For background on replacement feeding for infants that is affordable, feasible, 
acceptable, sustainable, and safe (AFASS), see the WHO webpage on Breast-
feeding, Maternal Health and Everyday Living (http://www.who.int/maternal_ 
child_adolescent/topics/child/nutrition/hivif_qa/general/q13/en;accessed 
April 14, 2014).
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47. Full review of the WHO guidelines on the subject is scheduled for late 2015.
48. Country Implementation of the 2010 HIV and Infant Feeding Guidelines: 

Report on Baseline Information. Unpublished draft by UNICEF from 
September 2012.

49. The ENN story “Diarrhoea Risk Associated with Not Breastfeeding in 
Botswana: Summary of Report and Presentation” is available online at http://
www.ennonline.net/pool/files/ife/fex-diarrhoearisk-botswana.html (accessed 
May 28, 2014).

50. The “Questions and Answers on Infant Feeding in the Context of HIV” web-
page of the WHO can be found at http://www.who.int/maternal_child_adoles 
cent/topics/child/nutrition/hivif_qa/en/ (accessed April 10, 2014).

51. In 1997, out of a desire to ensure better quality and stronger accountability in 
the delivery of humanitarian response, a group of NGOs together with the Red 
Cross and the Red Crescent Movement initiated the Sphere Project to frame a 
human rights-based and people-centered humanitarian charter that introduced 
a set of universal minimum standards in core areas of humanitarian response 
to emergencies. The Sphere Project’s handbook Humanitarian Charter and 
Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response, periodically updated since 
1998, was designed for planning, implementation, monitoring, evaluation, and 
reporting during humanitarian responses as an advocacy tool, and for disaster 
preparedness activities and contingency planning. This humanitarian charter 
“is a statement of established legal rights and obligations and of shared beliefs 
and commitments of humanitarian agencies, all collected in a set of common 
principles, rights and duties. Founded on the principle of humanity and the 
humanitarian imperative, these include the right to life with dignity, the right 
to receive humanitarian assistance and the right to protection and security” 
(Sphere Project 2011, 6).

52. The vitamin and mineral supplement was developed in the 1980s and 1990s for 
treatment of severely malnourished children in hospitals using F-75 or F-100. 
The same vitamin/mineral premix was later added to RUTF; that means this 
essential part of RUTF was not invented by researchers of Nutriset. The replace-
ment of part of the milk powder by peanut butter was invented by Dr. A. Briend 
and M. Lescanne (J. Guimón and P. Guimón 2012).

53. The refeeding syndrome indicates that children who are free of clinical signs 
of SAM and show some appetite during the initial assessment can rapidly 
develop fever, symptoms of acute respiratory infection, etc., during the early 
rehabilitation process (relapse cases). Due to lack of energy and nutrients, the 
child can be too weak during the initial assessment to develop any medically 
relevant symptoms. This is one major reason why close supervision is essen-
tial, especially during the onset of the recovery process (stabilization/rehabili-
tation; see Rohrer and Dietrich 2014).

54. Lower cost and intersecting strategies to improve early childhood nutrition 
include nutrition education and micronutrient powders (MNP or “sprinkles”), 
the latter of which can fortify locally based food options for improved nutri-
tion (Suchdev et al. 2012, with respect to decreasing rates of anemia and iron 
and vitamin A deficiency in Western Kenya; Loewenberg 2011, with respect to 
improved children’s health status in poor regions).

55. The importance of adequate dietary intake of pregnant and lactating women and 
its long-term consequences are slowly being recognized. Due to metabolic/fetal/
perinatal programming, the infant is already being imprinted and accustomed to 
the mother’s diet (Aaltonen et al. 2011). In relation to this finding, in an ongoing 
research project in West Bengal, India, conducted under the supervision of chap-
ter coauthor Veronika Scherbaum, the introduction of dietary diverse comple-
mentary foods to infants whose mothers had consumed a monotonous diet on 
a regular basis was found to be difficult. Infants aged six to twelve months who 
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were offered a more diversified family diet actually consumed mainly rice if left 
alone in a non-responsive feeding setting.

56. See also the updated, unfinalized version of the SCN NGO/CSO 2010 Draft 
Guidelines for the Marketing of Ready to Use Supplemental Foods for Chil-
dren, with more background information, on the ENN Magazine Field 
Exchange on the ENN website (http://fex.ennonline.net/41/draft; accessed 
May 15, 2014).

57. For more information on the UNICEF integrated, community-based IYCF 
approach, please visit the UNICEF website (http://www.unicef.org/nutrition/
index_58362.html; accessed April 14, 2014).

58. The “Continuum of Care Fact Sheet: Reproductive, Maternal, Newborn and 
Child Health” webpage can be found on the WHO website (http://www.who.
int/pmnch/about/continuum_of_care/en/; accessed March 26, 2014).

59. The IMCI strategy was developed in 1992 by UNICEF and WHO with the 
aim of prevention, or early detection and treatment, of major culprits of child-
hood poor health and death. Underlying causes of child health and well-being 
are scrutinized with the understanding that factors such as nutrition, hygiene, 
and immunizations are as important as medical treatment in improving health. 
For further information please visit the WHO website (http://www.who.int/ 
maternal_child_adolescent/topics/child/imci/en/; accessed April 14, 2014).

60. Evaluations of IMCI programs have revealed reductions in morbidity and 
mortality of children under five years of age, including a decrease in stunting 
rates (Schellenberg et al. 2003). There is a need, however, for improving equity 
regarding access to IMCI programs; many regions demand pro-poor criteria 
when new programs are planned (Victora et al. 2003).

61. Grandparents, particularly paternal grandmothers, are heavily involved in 
infant and child well-being, and need to be included in nutrition education pro-
gramming (Aubel 2012).

62. The NE program was designed at national level and was therefore not sensitive 
toward the local cultural setting and belief system (Inayati, pers. comm.; Dr. sc. 
agr. Dyah Inayati conducted her doctoral study on the effects of INE on child 
nutritional status on Nias Island, Indonesia).

63. According to the SUN website, in April 2014 there were fifty developing world 
countries participating in the SUN project. For more information on the pro-
gram, please go to http://scalingupnutrition.org/ (accessed April 14, 2014).

64. This quote was taken from the SUN website “Bringing People Together” 
(http://scalingupnutrition.org/sun-countries/bangladesh/progress-impact/
bringing-people-together; accessed April 14, 2014).

65. This quote was taken from slide 20 in section 4.2 (“Overcoming Chal-
lenges”) of the presentation “Private Sector Engagement Toolkit, 8 Septem-
ber 2011, Work in Progress, This is a living document,” available online as 
Portable Document Format file at http://scalingupnutrition.org/wp-content/
uploads/2013/02/Business-Network_Private-Sector-Engagement-Toolkit.pdf 
(accessed April 14, 2014).

66. This quote was taken from slide 26 in section 5.4 (“A Stress Test for PPP”) of 
the presentation “Private Sector Engagement Toolkit, 8 September 2011, Work 
in Progress, This is a living document,” available online as Portable Docu-
ment Format file at http://scalingupnutrition.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/
Business-Network_Private-Sector-Engagement-Toolkit.pdf (accessed April 14, 
2014).

67. For more information on the declared work of the SUN Movement Secre-
tariat on conflicts of interest and monitoring and evaluation, please visit the 
secretariat’s website (http://scalingupnutrition.org/global-support/sun-movement- 
secretariat; accessed March 30, 2014).
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http://scalingupnutrition.org/sun-countries/bangladesh/progress-impact/bringing-people-together
http://scalingupnutrition.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Business-Network_Private-Sector-Engagement-Toolkit.pdf
http://scalingupnutrition.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Business-Network_Private-Sector-Engagement-Toolkit.pdf
http://scalingupnutrition.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Business-Network_Private-Sector-Engagement-Toolkit.pdf
http://scalingupnutrition.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Business-Network_Private-Sector-Engagement-Toolkit.pdf
http://scalingupnutrition.org/global-support/sun-movement-secretariat
http://scalingupnutrition.org/global-support/sun-movement-secretariat
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68. This quote was taken from slide 19 in section 4.1 (“Challenges in PPP”) of 
the presentation “Private Sector Engagement Toolkit, 8 September 2011, Work 
in Progress, This is a living document,” available online as Portable Docu-
ment Format file at http://scalingupnutrition.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/
Business-Network_Private-Sector-Engagement-Toolkit.pdf (accessed April 14, 
2014).

69. For more information about the founding partners of the EPODE International 
Network, please go to http://www.epode-international-network.com/what-is-
ein/ein-founding-partners/nestl%C3%A9 (accessed April 14, 2014).

70. This “Announcement for a Consultation Process on Conflict of Interest in the 
Scaling Up Nutrition Movement” can be found on the GSO website (http://
gsogeneva.ch/; accessed June 2, 2014). For more information on the consulta-
tion process, please go to http://gsogeneva.ch/?page_id=1456 (accessed June 2, 
2014) and http://scalingupnutrition.org/about/principles-of-engagement-2/
preventing-and-managing-conflicts-of-interest (accessed June 2, 2014).

71. Information about the grant amount was retrieved from the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation website (http://www.gatesfoundation.org/How-We-Work/
Quick-Links/Grants-Database/Grants/2013/04/OPP1081893; accessed July 7, 
2014).

72. This and more information about HRI can be retrieved from the organization’s 
website (http://hrigeneva.com/?page_id=301; accessed April 8, 2014).
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5 Sustainable Food Systems, Gender, 
and Participation
Foregrounding Women in the Context 
of the Right to Adequate Food and 
Nutrition

Stefanie Lemke and Anne C. Bellows

INTRODUCTION

This chapter is guided by the argument that there is a need to integrate gen-
der, nutrition, and the human right to food as well as to promote interscalar 
governance strategies in support of sustainable livelihoods with enhanced 
food and nutrition security. This integration can be achieved by promoting 
local agriculture and food systems, in line with a food sovereignty approach. 
As outlined in chapters 2 and 4 of this volume, this chapter addresses our 
concerns with the dominant view that the state and international market 
systems provide the best or only reasonable support for food security and 
nutritional well-being and, further, that international distribution and trade 
of highly technical food production and medicalized food assistance pro-
vide the most appropriate response to food insecurity and malnutrition. We 
claim that these positions foster economic dependency and overlook the 
capacity for self-determination and for establishing sustainable local and 
regional food systems that promote nutrition and health.

As was illustrated in detail in chapter 4 of this volume, nutrition secu-
rity is most often associated with women and children, typically collapsed 
into the nexus of the maternal-infant life phase. The patronizing impetus to 
deliver external charitable nutrition “cures,” especially in non-emergency 
situations as a “malnutrition prevention strategy,” reifies discrimination 
against women and communities. It presumes that they are incapable of 
meeting these challenges themselves, and it impedes their active partici-
pation in food and nutrition security. We follow these arguments in this 
chapter with alternative theoretical and practical frames that integrate food 
and nutrition security in a food systems approach, among them food sov-
ereignty, sustainable diets, and agroecology. Central to our discussion is a 
gender perspective that takes into consideration discrimination and violence 
which women face, posing barriers to their participation in providing food 
and nutritional security for themselves, their families, and their commu-
nities (see chapter 3 of this volume). This chapter presents strategies that 
have yielded positive results for women in overcoming certain barriers, 
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participating in governance, and gaining a voice. We support the inclusion 
of social movements and grassroots-based approaches in public policy that 
can enable the possibility of addressing structural problems, including gen-
der discrimination and power imbalances that perpetuate food insecurity 
and hunger. We argue that these approaches will ultimately be more cost-
effective and sustainable, building capacity and self-determination in local 
food systems through local governance that foregrounds inclusive participa-
tion of all members of society.

Chapter 5 is organized into the following sections:

• Section one, “The need for a systems approach and gender perspective 
for addressing the right to adequate food and nutrition,” discusses 
the constructed and artificial separation in policy, program, trade, 
and ideology of “food” as something to produce and “nutrition” as a 
construction of micro- and macro-nutrient sufficiency. We review the 
shortcomings of current measures to address malnutrition and hunger 
that favor paternalistic approaches and perpetuate aid, neediness, and 
dependency. The separation of food and nutrition security approaches 
needs to be overcome and replaced by more holistic approaches in sup-
port of local and sustainable agriculture and food systems, integrating 
a gender perspective. Specific emphasis is being laid at the house-
hold level, as individual household members— especially women and 
children, who are often primarily targeted by nutrition  programs—
cannot be viewed in isolation from other household members. Intra- 
household dynamics, decision-making, and resource allocation, as 
well as inter-household relations and their related social networks, are 
decisive factors for food and nutrition security of household members, 
often even more important than income, as will be illustrated by case 
studies.

• Section two, “Food and nutrition governance: interscalar local to 
global strategies to address the gender gap and enhance rural liveli-
hoods,” introduces democratic processes and holistic approaches to 
integrated local and regional food production and nutritionally sound 
consumption systems. The paternalism of policy that promotes food 
and nutrition aid dependencies instead of autonomy reifies structures 
of uneven economic power that are reflected in uneven social rela-
tions, including but not limited to gender discrimination. The decisive 
questions are: what are appropriate strategies in achieving sustain-
able, equitable, and participatory local food systems that can enhance 
food and nutrition security, livelihoods, and local economies, and how 
are women included in this debate? This section introduces some of 
the recent concepts that aim to address these questions by promoting 
alternative approaches, among them local food systems, food sover-
eignty, community food security, food policy councils, food justice, 
agroecology and organic agriculture, and sustainable diets. We employ 
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256 Lemke and Bellows

these concepts to discuss women’s and men’s needs to gain capabilities 
necessary to protect their and their communities’ well-being.

• Section three, “Democratic participation, governance, and mobili-
zation from civil society toward more equitable food systems,” dis-
cusses challenges at the local and global levels for developing rural 
agriculture-based livelihoods, and emphasizes the role civil society 
plays for achieving more equitable food systems. In this context, 
the ultimate goal is to achieve increased autonomy, strengthen self-
reliance, and improve access to resources for the poor. At the same 
time, we acknowledge that people who have limited self-help capac-
ity might not be reached and, therefore, social protection programs 
remain necessary. Within the framework of progressively realizing 
the right to adequate food and nutrition, this refers to the obligation 
of states to fulfill this right, on the one hand by proactively facilitat-
ing access to productive resources that result in improved livelihoods 
and food security, and on the other hand by providing the necessary 
resources and social protection directly to those individuals or groups 
who are unable, due to reasons beyond their control, to enjoy the right 
to adequate food and nutrition. This does not, however, conflict with 
the application of a human rights framework that strives for local 
solutions and local governance, as long as local agriculture and local 
economies are integrated as far as possible into social security sys-
tems.1 Ironically, and tragically, those who work on large-scale com-
mercial farms and in the food industry worldwide are often among 
the most food insecure, with women being even more insecure than 
men. Therefore, in the right to adequate food and nutrition discourse, 
emphasis needs to be placed on unjust structural conditions in indus-
trial agriculture and food production. This section closes by stress-
ing that the poor, and especially the women among them, must not 
be patronized as victims of their circumstances. Further, their labors 
and capacities through social networks and assets must be recognized 
as valuable experience and knowledge for food governance systems 
wherein their contribution is paramount. Following this argument, we 
provide examples of how women can overcome barriers to partici-
pation, and argue that women should be regarded as actors, not as 
vulnerable beneficiaries, acknowledging their capacities to find local 
solutions. We further argue that men have to be more actively inte-
grated, and provide case studies and initiatives from various regions 
that aim to address specifically men.

• Section four, “Initiatives for mainstreaming gender in right to adequate 
food and nutrition work,” introduces some of the many recent texts 
and initiatives that call for mainstreaming gender in right to adequate 
food and nutrition work.

• In the last section of this chapter we lay out “Conclusions and rec-
ommendations for moving forward.” We propose that development 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 257

needs to engage alternative approaches of building local self-reliance, 
community food security, and local governance that foreground inclu-
sive participation, with a focus on the household, community, and 
national levels.

THE NEED FOR A SYSTEMS APPROACH AND GENDER 
PERSPECTIVE FOR ADDRESSING THE RIGHT TO ADEQUATE 
FOOD AND NUTRITION

Food and Nutrition Security: Divide of Disciplines and Policy 
Orientations

The concept of food security has been defined in numerous ways (cf. Max-
well and Frankenberger 1992). At the international level, it was propelled 
forward in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). 
However, a shift toward a human rights framework to address issues con-
cerning food security did not really begin to develop until the 1990s.2 Begin-
ning in the 1960s, food security evolved in largely economic delivery terms, 
referring to food supply relative to production, trade, marketing, stocks, and 
reserves at global, regional, and national levels. The macrolevel approach 
gradually transformed and decentralized in the 1970s and 1980s toward 
the concept of individual entitlements based on Sen (1981). As described 
by Maxwell (1996, 155), three main shifts could be observed since the first 
World Food Conference in 1974: from the global and national levels to the 
household and individual, from a food first perspective to a livelihood per-
spective, and from objective indicators to subjective perceptions.3 According 
to Bellows and Hamm (2003), the decentralizing focus on food security cor-
responds with a compounding and globalizing dynamic through grassroots 
networking within civil society organizations (CSOs). This has asserted the 
democratic imperative of participation in food governance as well as a sov-
ereign authority to define and protect food and nutrition security at the scale 
of diverse social collectives.

Today, food security is defined as “a situation that exists when all people, 
at all times, have physical, social and economic access to adequate, safe and 
nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an 
active and healthy life” (FAO 2001). Whereas food insecurity is often but 
not always characterized by hunger, its principal meaning refers to the risk 
of people being hungry (Kracht 1999, 55). Food security is, therefore, not 
just about the absence of hunger but also about the absence of risk relating 
to adequate food consumption as has been highlighted by Webb and von 
Braun (1993). This also entails the ways in which food or the resources to 
access food are obtained, referring to “social access” as has been integrated 
at the World Food Summit 2001 (FAO 2001), an aspect that had not been 
recognized in the earlier definition of food security (FAO 1996). It further 
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258 Lemke and Bellows

depends on how available resources are used and distributed in the house-
hold, as will be outlined later.

Food security has developed in a different direction than has nutritional 
well-being. The definition of “food security” has been criticized for its 
narrow focus on “food” and disregard of “nutrition” and health-related 
aspects. Decisive factors for nutritional status, such as health services and 
a healthy environment and care for women and children, are illustrated 
in the widely used malnutrition framework developed by Urban Jonsson 
(1981) and adopted by the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF; UNI-
CEF 1990; see also the discussion in chapter 6 of this volume). Gross et al. 
(2000), in their overview of definitions and concepts of food and nutrition 
security, highlight that the two most commonly used concepts, namely food 
security and the malnutrition framework, are significantly different in their 
approach. While the first emphasizes economic issues with a central focus 
on food as a commodity, the latter emphasizes a biological approach, with 
human beings as the starting point. The terms “nutrition security” or “food 
and nutrition security” have been recommended as they better reflect the 
complexity of nutrition problems, including utilization of food, care, and 
health-related and environmental aspects (Klennert 2009, 25; Kracht 1999, 
55–56). The concept “food and nutrition security” has only recently been 
adopted by the Committee on World Food Security (CFS) with the defini-
tion as follows: “Food and nutrition security exists when all people at all 
times have physical, social and economic access to food, which is safe and 
consumed in sufficient quantity and quality to meet their dietary needs and 
food preferences, and is supported by an environment of adequate sanita-
tion, health services and care, allowing for a healthy and active life” (CFS 
2012, 10).

The separation between nutrition and agriculture in policy and pro-
gramming to solve hunger and food insecurity is also reflected in academic 
disciplinary divides. On the one hand, there are agronomy, agricultural eco-
nomics, food production, and food sciences; on the other hand, nutrition, 
health, physiology, and medicine. The separation of academic disciplines 
is duplicated in political frameworks, policy agendas, and practical social 
discourse. For example, we observe that national nutrition institutions are 
generally housed under either “Departments of Agriculture” or “Depart-
ments of Health.” The political work of nutrition does not tend to be free-
standing, autonomous, and holistic but rather structured and, one could 
say, patronized or colonized either by agriculture or health interests. We 
note that recent literature from medicine, health, and law concur that in 
addressing the rapid growth of largely nutrition-based malnutrition and 
noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) throughout the world, there must be 
an end to narrowly constructed medicalized nutrition and a change toward 
policy and academic approaches that respect and welcome social movement 
contributions and that integrate analysis of the political economy of nutri-
tion and food systems (Moodie et al. 2013; Thomas and Gostin 2013; see 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 259

also the discussion in chapter 2 of this volume). Several publications con-
firm our observation that national nutrition programs are typically located 
inside national ministries of agriculture or health, limiting the capacity of 
nutrition to take a program development holistic approach but rather to be 
geared either toward food production and trade, or toward health care and 
medicine (Benson 2006, 2012; SCN 2014, esp. chap. 5; World Bank 2007, 
esp. chap. 6).

Linked to the above discussion on the divide between nutrition and agri-
culture is the detailed analysis of von Braun, Ruel, and Gillespie (2010), 
who investigate origins and causes of the sectoral divide and lack of coor-
dination between the agriculture and health sectors. In their recommenda-
tions on how to overcome this gap and achieve intersectoral collaboration, 
the authors state that this requires, among other factors, an enabling policy 
environment that provides incentives for collaboration, as well as effective 
institutional arrangements. Further, and maybe most importantly, capac-
ity has to be strengthened, especially among researchers and professionals, 
who should be encouraged to collaborate across disciplines and to embrace 
different perspectives. As is concluded by the authors, these relationships 
between individuals are often the key to successful intersectoral collabora-
tion (von Braun, Ruel, and Gillespie 2010, 300), and, as we emphasize, this 
refers to relationships both at the professional and personal levels.

At the global level, the field of nutrition sciences has only recently started 
to adopt a more holistic approach. Two previous congresses of the Interna-
tional Union of Nutritional Sciences (IUNS) shall be highlighted here that 
illustrate this shift. The 18th IUNS International Congress of Nutrition 
2005 in Durban, South Africa was the first to take place on the African 
continent. Whereas the main focus was on physiological and health-related 
aspects of nutrition, selected symposia focused on food and nutrition secu-
rity, HIV/AIDS and nutrition, the right to adequate food and nutrition, and 
one plenary was on poverty and food and nutrition security (Möser et al. 
2005). At this congress, the New Nutrition Science project was introduced, 
defining nutrition as principally a biological science, now also including 
nutritional aspects of genomics and adding social and environmental dimen-
sions (Cannon and Leitzmann 2005, 673). This integration had so far been 
missing in “classic” nutritional sciences. The initiators of this New Nutri-
tion Science project acknowledged “the work already done by institutions, 
organisations and individuals in Africa, Asia, Europe and the Americas that 
are already addressing the issues, challenges and resolutions set out here” 
(“The Giessen Declaration” 2005, 783). The project received, however, crit-
icism from experts in international research on development and nutrition 
security, where social sciences methodologies and holistic approaches had 
long been integrated and where nutrition security was already regarded as a 
core element of development.4

The 19th IUNS International Congress of Nutrition 2009 in Bangkok, 
Thailand, for the first time specifically integrated agriculture into the agenda, 
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260 Lemke and Bellows

with one of the four main conference themes being entitled “Integrating 
agriculture, food systems, indigenous cuisines and diet quality.”5

Another important milestone that contributed to linking agriculture and 
nutrition was the Sixth Report on the World Food Situation published in 
2010 by the United Nations (UN) Standing Committee on Nutrition (SCN; 
SCN 2010). The report highlighted the crucial role of the agricultural sec-
tor to address food and nutrition problems, emphasizing that nutrition 
friendly, sustainable agricultural development is key to improving food 
and nutrition security. These developments led to an attempt of integrating 
nutrition and agriculture to achieve better health and nutrition outcomes. 
The concept “nutrition sensitive” or “nutrition responsive” agriculture 
evolved, linking food, health, and continuous care.6 Nutrition sensitive 
agriculture focuses on food-based systems that advocate diets which are 
rich in nutrients and diversity, thereby enhancing dietary quality and curb-
ing malnutrition; it supports rural livelihoods by emphasizing the social 
standing of agriculture and food and encourages people to regard their 
diet in terms of their whole lifestyle and wellbeing (Gerster-Bentaya 2013, 
724–25). The ideas underlying this concept are of course not new, but old 
knowledge and wisdom are being reinvented as will be illustrated in the 
section of this chapter entitled “Food and nutrition governance: inters-
calar local to global democratic strategies to address the gender gap and 
enhance rural livelihoods.” Yet, despite this knowledge, whether old or 
new, and a generally favorable environment for modifying food systems 
to be nutrition sensitive, why do we not move “from rhetoric to action,” 
as Pinstrup-Andersen (2013a, 375) asks in his comment in The Lancet? 
He provides two main reasons. Firstly, the economic and political agen-
das in the agricultural and postharvest sector favor dominant stakeholder 
group interests as opposed to those of the malnourished population, and 
policy interventions that could link nutrition and economic aims are not 
pursued. On the contrary, health and nutrition interventions are mostly 
geared toward treating chronic diseases and nutrition deficiencies when 
the damage has already been done, instead of creating incentives for farm-
ers, consumers, food processors, and other actors in the food and agricul-
tural system that would promote behavioral change—something that might 
take time but is ultimately more cost effective and sustainable. Secondly, 
randomized controlled trials (RCTs), applicable only to smaller projects 
like home gardens, are considered by the health and nutrition community 
as the only way to glean evidence. Two main reasons are provided as to 
why such trials are used only for small-scale schemes: (a) the pathways are 
extensive and numerous variables, for example, the uncontrollable actions 
of system agents, cause an impact, and (b) policy interventions of a larger 
scale within food systems are not considered suitable for randomization 
and control groups (Pinstrup-Andersen 2013b, 4). We agree with Pinstrup-
Andersen (2013a) in his call for shifting the current focus, as food sys-
tem policies and programs are impossible to appraise using RCTs, yet it is 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 261

through these policies that the most auspicious improvement opportunities 
within health and nutrition can be achieved.

In light of ongoing rapid urbanization, there is a further need to spe-
cifically focus on nutrition sensitive urban agriculture. While it is clear that 
the latter cannot fully accommodate for rising food needs in urban areas 
(Los Angeles Food Policy Task Force 2010, 26), the various forms of urban 
agriculture can nevertheless make an important contribution to enhancing 
food and nutrition security. Urban agriculture further provides an excel-
lent example of the multi-functionality of agriculture, with the latter having 
been emphasized by the International Assessment of Agricultural Knowl-
edge, Science and Technology for Development (IAASTD; IAASTD 2009). 
Urban agriculture, beyond agricultural production purposes, serves other 
multiple functions, among them strengthening social interaction and net-
works by integrating various actors from civil society, providing education, 
promoting a healthy and active lifestyle, enhancing economic development, 
and providing leisure activities for urban people (Duchemin, Wegmuller, 
and Legault 2008, 44).

As this review of the development of the concepts “food security” and 
“nutrition security” highlights, it is long overdue that the artificial separa-
tion between nutrition and agriculture is being replaced by interdisciplinary 
and intersectoral approaches in order to adequately address current and 
future challenges of food and nutrition insecurity and hunger. The 20th 
IUNS International Congress of Nutrition hosted in September 2013 in 
Granada, Spain, continued the trend of the previous two IUNS congresses 
toward an integration of nutrition and agriculture (IUNS 2013).7 These 
recent developments are going in the right direction and are encouraging.

In his paper “Paradigms in Applied Nutrition” presented at the 19th 
IUNS International Congress of Nutrition 2009, Urban Jonsson (2009) 
analyzes the paradigm shifts in applied nutrition over the past sixty years, 
arguing that we have been in a period of paradigm crisis since 2005 and pre-
senting the current two competing paradigms. Whereas the “investment in 
nutrition paradigm,” according to Jonsson (2009, 19), supports top-down 
approaches, including aspects such as delivery to beneficiaries, planning for 
people instead of planning with them, charitable approaches, and privatiza-
tion of health and education services, the “human rights approach to nutri-
tion paradigm” favors a combination of both bottom-up and top-down 
approaches, building capacity for empowerment, planning with people 
instead of planning for them, moving away from charitable approaches, and 
promoting health and education services as a public good (Jonsson 2009, 
21).8 Jonsson (2009, 26) concludes that the next mainstream paradigm 
will not be based on new scientific discoveries but rather on power politics 
and ideology. Arguments in favor of the investment in nutrition paradigm 
that reflects an individualistic approach in line with a free market ideology 
include, among others, its sound conceptual basis, support of the World 
Bank and likelihood of significant funding, and the avoidance of sensitive 
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262 Lemke and Bellows

political causes and consequences of malnutrition. Arguments in favor of 
the human rights approach to nutrition paradigm that reflects a collective, 
public health, and democratic ideology are, among others, the increased 
recognition of economic and social rights, addressing impunity, corruption 
and social access to justice, and the implication of clear accountability (see 
also HRC 2011).

We support grassroots approaches that are based inside social movements 
and favor the human rights approach to nutrition paradigm as this perspec-
tive enables the possibility of addressing the structural problems that per-
petuate food insecurity and hunger, including, most specifically, gender and 
power imbalances.9 We find particular hopefulness in a people’s and food 
sovereignty approach as presented in detail in chapter 6 of this volume that 
centers problem analysis and attention at the local level by local actors, and 
in dialogue with human rights-focused constitutional structures. However, 
gender is not yet adequately addressed and integrated into the discussions, 
neither in the mentioned IUNS congresses, nor in Jonsson’s analysis. The 
focus on women and children needs to move beyond their portrayal as dis-
empowered victims in a maternal-child and housebound state, and begin to 
include local populations of women, men, and children with food and nutri-
tion rights and capabilities regardless of their stage in the reproductive cycle 
and inclusive of their locations in both public and private spaces, as is elabo-
rated in more detail in chapters 2, 3, and 4 of this volume (see also ARROW 
2014). Additionally, we argue that a call for a human rights approach to 
nutrition paradigm should be housed within the right to adequate food and 
nutrition and possibly other established human rights instruments (e.g., the 
right to the highest attainable standard of health). We would discourage a 
move to champion a separate human right to nutrition that might lead to 
program planning which isolates instead of integrates the diverse aspects of 
the human right to adequate food and nutrition. The call of the 19th IUNS 
congress for a closer alliance of nutrition and agricultural systems also needs 
to be refined to focus on small and regional scale, agroecological farming 
and farmers, with the objective of promoting greater self-determination, 
economic autonomy, and the right to adequate food and nutrition at the 
local and regional scales.

The Shortcomings of Agricultural Production Models  
for Food and Nutrition Security

The evaluation of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO) estimates on how to feed the world population (FAO 2009) 
observes that the narrow focus on increased production and supply coexists 
with persisting poverty and ongoing lack of access to food (Grethe, Dembélé, 
and Duman 2011). As was concluded by the aforementioned IAASTD, in 
spite of all of the investment and claimed advancement of agricultural tech-
nology and production, food insecurity and hunger have increased (IAASTD 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 263

2009). The IAASTD report was the work of over four hundred international 
nutrition and agriculture experts working for approximately five years on a 
study funded by FAO, Global Environment Facility (GEF), United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP), United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), the World Bank, and the World Health Organization (WHO).10 
The executive summary of the synthesis report was approved by fifty-eight 
countries, while three countries—Australia, Canada, and the United States 
of America—held reservations against certain aspects of the executive sum-
mary. The IAASTD calls for a need to reexamine the purpose of agricultural 
knowledge and production in a more democratic and participatory way. 
Among the main challenges stated are to increase the productivity of agricul-
ture in a sustainable manner and to address the needs of small-scale farms 
in diverse ecosystems. The IAASTD further calls for attention to women in 
agriculture, local knowledge and democratic participation in food policy 
broadly construed, human health, natural resource management, and greater 
farmer independence vis-à-vis international industrial concerns.

Scoones (2009) gives credit to the IAASTD report for placing complex 
livelihood concerns at the center, with principles of equity, access, and sus-
tainability guiding the normative frame. He further notes that the report 
stands in stark contrast to previous reports by the World Bank, wherein 
the ideal to strive for was agriculture as a business, driven by entrepre-
neurship and vibrant markets, and linked to a burgeoning urban economy. 
According to The Cordoba Declaration on the Right to Food and the Gov-
ernance of the Global Food and Agricultural Systems, the IAASTD should 
form the basis for ongoing discussions on the potential role of agricultural 
technologies, as it recognizes “the need for complementary and diversified 
approaches to sustainable agriculture, pointing out that agricultural mod-
els based on smallholder farming can present alternatives appropriate for a 
human rights-based food security” (CEHAP 2008, 3).

Several experts had argued before that agricultural and rural policies 
need to be reevaluated in order to reverse the negative trends that promote 
more economic growth while resulting in no substantial benefits for the 
poor (Cousins 2007; Windfuhr and Jonsén 2005). Adding to this is the fact 
that 30 to 40 percent of food in both the developed and developing world 
is lost to waste, although the causes are very different (Godfray et al. 2010). 
As Godfray et al. (2010) conclude in their review “Food Security: The Chal-
lenge of Feeding 9 Billion People,” the challenge is to make food production 
sustainable and to meet the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 1 of 
eradicating extreme poverty and hunger while at the same time control-
ling greenhouse gas emissions and conserving water supplies. They empha-
size that this cannot be achieved by maximizing productivity but only by 
overcoming barriers between different fields and disciplines and by opti-
mizing processes of production as well as environmental and social justice 
outcomes.
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264 Lemke and Bellows

The following case study is one example of how the agroindustrial model 
can negatively impact food and nutrition security of mothers, infants, 
and young children, as well as the environment and health of the entire 
community.

Case study 5.1 Brazil: toxic contamination of agricultural 
products compromises food and nutrition security of mothers and 
infants11

A master thesis undertaken at the Federal University of Mato Grosso, 
Brazil, published in 2011,12 revealed that in Lucas do Rio Verde (Mato 
Grosso) the breastmilk of sixty-two mothers was directly or indirectly 
contaminated by agrochemicals. The author attributes this high level 
of contamination to intense production of grains (soybeans and corn) 
with abusive utilization of pesticides and herbicides.13 According to 
the study, the inhabitants in this municipality are exposed to pesticide 
levels forty-five times higher than the average resident of Brazil.14 At 
least two substances of high toxicity, dichlorodiphenyldichloroethyl-
ene (DDE, one of the components of dichlorodiphenyltrichloroeth-
ane (DDT)) and beta-endosulfan, among others, were identified in 
the blood of the affected mothers. The use of DDT, for instance, was 
forbidden in Brazil in 1998. This means that the contamination of 
breastmilk with DDE is a direct violation of the right to adequate food 
and nutrition of mothers, their infants, and young children, and the 
community as a whole. It is also worrisome that beta-endosulfan was 
excreted in the breastmilk of 44 percent of the mothers. DDE, beta-
endosulfan, and other pesticides identified in the mothers’ bodies are 
dangerous as they can cause cancer, fetal malformation, induce abor-
tion, and deregulate the endocrine system (Colles et al. 2008; Eskenazi 
et al. 2009; Sanghi et al. 2003).

This is a clear demonstration of how the agroindustrial production 
model has led to violations of the right to adequate food and nutri-
tion, not only by evicting traditional populations and peasants from 
their land and reducing biodiversity, but also by compromising the 
food available to local communities, which notably includes women’s 
breastmilk for their children.

The Gender Gap in Agriculture

Although women have been called the key to household food security (FAO 
2011; IFPRI 2005; Kent 2002; Quisumbing et al. 1995; Quisumbing and 
Smith 2007), gender is not yet adequately addressed and integrated into 
discussions on how to achieve adequate food supplies. While both men and 
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women smallholder farmers do not have access to adequate resources, it is 
generally accepted that, due to social norms, female farmers in all regions 
have less ownership of land and livestock and less access to agricultural 
inputs, credit, education, extension, and other services than do men (FAO 
2011; see also FAO 1997). Further, farm labor for women is often limited 
to part-time and seasonal work, restraining their income opportunities to 
certain periods, and their wages are characteristically lower than those of 
men (FAO 2011; World Bank, FAO, and IFAD 2009). Women’s labor is thus 
absorbed and their ability to profit from it, stymied. The Gender in Agri-
culture Sourcebook (World Bank, FAO, and IFAD 2009) provides numer-
ous references on gender-based inequalities and women’s unacknowledged 
role in agriculture.15 Women, and often girls, undertake a significant, and 
sometimes the major, part in food production. They also undertake a signifi-
cant part in the labors of shopping, the household-based labors of storage, 
processing, cooking, and caring for the nutritional well-being and dietary-
related health status of families, as well as essential reproductive health 
issues during the pregnancy and the lactation period. Women are engaged 
and typically overrepresented in the lowest paying jobs related to harvest 
and postharvest processing of foods destined for domestic and global open 
markets. Women are further often regarded as family members who “help 
with farming,” while, in fact, they are mainly responsible for food produc-
tion both for the market and for household consumption needs, especially 
in many African countries (Schäfer 2012).

There are varying figures on how many women are involved in the agri-
cultural sector worldwide. Whereas previous reports claimed that women 
perform 60 to 80 percent of agricultural labor in developing countries, 
according to the FAO report The State of Food and Agriculture 2010– 
11—Women in Agriculture: Closing the Gender Gap for Development 
(FAO 2011), women comprise on average 43 percent of the agricultural 
labor force in developing countries, with numbers ranging from 20 percent 
in Latin America to 50 percent in Eastern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. 
Women in sub-Saharan Africa have the highest average agricultural labor 
force participation rates in the world, comprising over 60 percent in some 
countries (e.g., Lesotho, Mozambique, and Sierra Leone).16 In South Africa, 
as a case in point, according to Altman, Hart, and Jacobs (2009, 357), 
women represent 61 percent of people involved in farming, and they pro-
duce more food for household consumption than men. Further, in a number 
of countries, the female share of the agricultural labor force has increased 
in recent decades due to, among others, conflict, HIV/AIDS, and migration 
(FAO 2011). Women in particular face multiple threats and challenges, as 
outlined by Schäfer (2012). Civil wars and violent conflicts often prevent 
female smallholders from engaging in agriculture due to the real danger of 
being abducted or raped, or because they have been displaced. The HIV/
AIDS epidemic results in loss of access to income of male breadwinners and 
higher costs for medication and funerals. At the same time, in the case of 
the death of a male household member, women often do not inherit their 
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266 Lemke and Bellows

male partner’s rights to the land, and these women might even lose the right 
to live on that land. Women also commonly care for sick household mem-
bers, for their own grandchildren, and for children of relatives who have 
lost one or both parents because of AIDS. If women themselves get infected 
with HIV, it compromises their ability to engage in agricultural production 
and to take care of their household’s nutritional needs. As Schäfer (2012) 
emphasizes, these social forces, together with the increasing trend of male 
migration, lead to changing and more flexible household structures and to 
growing numbers of women-led households. However, female migration 
has also drastically increased, impacting network-based (kin and friend-
ship) social sustainability strategies. Despite these challenges and because of 
them, women develop alternative and resilient resources that enable them to 
engage actively in processes of demographic and socioeconomic transitions, 
as will be elaborated further in the section of this chapter entitled “Food 
and nutrition governance: interscalar local to global democratic strategies 
to address the gender gap and enhance rural livelihoods.”

Political structures, to a large extent, determine women’s unequal access 
to resources and their lack of rights. Gender rights typically conflict with tra-
ditional authority and customary laws that treat women as minors, result-
ing in gender-based disparities in property rights (IFPRI 2005; Quisumbing 
2010; Rangan and Gilmartin 2002; UNDESA 2010). However, even where 
laws addressing gender inequality are in place, traditions and customs play 
a strong role in determining whether women, for example, actually have 
rights to land and whether those rights are meaningful.17

The following case studies not only highlight discrimination against 
women due to social norms in Uganda and South Africa, but also provide 
a positive example of how women’s property rights have been strengthened 
in Kenya.18

Case study 5.2 Uganda: women cannot access markets due to 
social norms

According to case study research carried out by the International 
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) in Zambia, Mozam-
bique, and Uganda, in female-headed households it is mostly women 
who market the agricultural produce and control income from the 
sale. However, some female-headed households in Uganda experi-
ence constraints in taking produce to markets because they cannot 
use bicycles due to strict taboos within some ethnic groups in Central 
and Western Uganda. As women do not have access to other means 
of transport, they are forced to sell their produce at low prices at the 
farm gate and depend upon buyers passing through the village (IFAD 
2002, 34).19
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 267

Case study 5.3 South Africa: insecurity of tenure of female 
farmworkers

In the agricultural sector in South Africa, wages of female farmwork-
ers are lower than those of men and generally employment and hous-
ing contracts are linked to men (Shabodien 2006). As was illustrated in 
research on gender and livelihoods among South African farmworker 
households (Lemke, Bellows, and Heumann 2009), this results in sev-
eral negative consequences for women, including the facts that they 
depend on their male partner for accommodation and that women’s 
limited decision-making power impacts on resource allocation within 
the household. The resulting dependency on male partners threatens 
livelihood security of female farmworkers should the men leave the 
farm or stop working.20

Case study 5.4 Kenya: enforcing women’s rights with regard to 
land ownership

In Kenya, the government adopted a new constitution on August 27, 
2010 after it was approved by an overwhelming majority in a national 
referendum.21 This achievement was the result of decades of tireless 
engagement by national women’s rights organizations (Wölte 2008). 
The new constitution enforces women’s right to land ownership, 
land inheritance, and the protection of matrimonial property during 
and after the termination of marriage. The new constitution further 
demands that discrimination in laws, customs, and practices related 
to land and property is eliminated (AWC 2010). It remains to be seen 
how this will translate into practice, but the fact that the new constitu-
tion specifically addresses traditional laws indicates that these struc-
tural problems are being acknowledged.

Based on studies carried out by the International Food Policy Research 
Institute (IFPRI), empowering women and reducing gender disparities 
promotes better food security and nutrition security for all (IFPRI 2005). 
Among the main findings were (a) targeting women in agricultural tech-
nology dissemination can have a greater impact on poverty than targeting 
men, (b) equalizing agricultural inputs between men and women results in 
significant gains in agricultural productivity, and (c) gender disparities in 
property rights threaten natural resource management. Key recommenda-
tions are to target resources to women and to increase women’s participation 
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268 Lemke and Bellows

in agricultural education, legal rights, and household  decision-making 
(IFPRI 2005, 2–4). This is supported by Meinzen-Dick et al. (2012) in 
their investigation of different agricultural development strategies, namely 
smallholders and markets, large-scale agriculture, and homestead food 
production. There is evidence that increasing women’s access to resources 
and control over household income and in production and employment 
scenarios has important implications for the health and nutrition of the 
family, particularly for the health and nutrition of women and children. 
For example, Meinzen-Dick et al. (2012, 143) emphasize that the prac-
tice and potential of homestead food production is still under-researched, 
under-promoted, and under-realized; production for domestic consump-
tion can lead to substantial improvements in health and nutrition, espe-
cially if combined with educational and related initiatives. The authors 
conclude that whereas substantial evidence exists on positive health and 
nutritional outcomes if women’s position is strengthened, further research  
is needed to fully understand the linkages between and impact of alterna-
tive agricultural development strategies on health and nutrition (Meinzen-
Dick et al. 2012, 142). The women’s empowerment in agriculture index 
(WEAI; IFPRI 2012) could provide a useful tool to measure the empow-
erment, agency, and inclusion of women in the agricultural sector. The 
WEAI is based on individual level data collected by interviewing men 
and women within the same household. It investigates decisions about 
agricultural production, access to and decision-making power concern-
ing productive resources, control over use of income, leadership in the 
community, and time allocation. The WEAI further aims to measure gen-
der parity by reflecting the percentage of women who are empowered 
or whose achievements are at least as high as those of the men in their 
households.

The FAO report The State of Food and Agriculture 2010–11 (FAO 2011, 
5–6) provides the following key messages for closing the gender gap for 
development. If women had the same access to productive resources as men, 
they could increase yields on their farms by 20 to 30 percent. Expressed in 
terms of production gains, this could reduce the number of hungry people 
in the world by 12 to 17 percent, varying of course by region and specific 
conditions. The report further reiterates that benefits go beyond the agricul-
tural sector and relate to human capital and economic growth, as women 
are known to spend more of their income on food, health, and education for 
their children. The report then repeats the call for policy interventions that 
close the gender gap in agriculture and rural labor markets by (a) eliminating 
women’s discrimination regarding access to resources, (b) creating enabling 
infrastructure and technologies to provide women with more time for pro-
ductive activities, and, last but not least, (c) by facilitating women’s partici-
pation in flexible, efficient, and fair rural labor markets. As Jacques Diouf, 
the former FAO director general, frames it in the foreword to the report: 
“We must eliminate all forms of discrimination against women under the 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 269

law, ensure that access to resources is more equal and that agricultural poli-
cies and programmes are gender-aware. . . . Achieving gender equality and 
empowering women is not only the right thing to do; it is also crucial for 
agricultural development and food security” (FAO 2011, vii). Godfray et al. 
(2010) argue in the same vein, highlighting that in smallholder agriculture 
women often take a dominant role in the workforce and that investment 
in social and economic mechanisms to improve yields can be an important 
means of increasing both farm and rural non-farm households, especially if 
targeted at women.

However, despite the reiteration of women’s important role for social and 
economic development and the frequent call to empower women, there is 
too much emphasis on economic aspects, bearing negative consequences. As 
the director general of FAO, José Graziano Da Silva, critically remarks, new 
responsibilities add to the workload of women, with the double and some-
times triple burden of their work in the field, at home, and in the community 
neither being recognized nor shared by men or other household members.22 
The section “Women, development, gender, empowerment: an evolving 
debate” will provide a more detailed reflection on these aspects.

The Shortcomings of Medicalized Nutrition Intervention  
Models for Food and Nutrition Security

Ongoing debates around support for medicalized nutrition intervention 
models in the case of food aid have evolved to favor the investment in nutri-
tion paradigm. Case in point is the 2008 The Lancet series “Maternal and 
Child Undernutrition” which has provoked civil society criticism and scien-
tific debates.23 The series rightly identified the outrage of nutrition-related 
maternal and child mortality rates, but without acknowledging the associ-
ated denial of basic human rights over the life span to, among others, basic 
dignity and self-determination. The series emphasized a need for short-term, 
private sector-led nutrition strategies with a focus on micronutrient supple-
mentation and the modeling, reconstruction, and medicalization of food 
delivery instead of the delivery of food-based systems and local, sustainable 
strategies involving the public and civil sectors. Accordingly, the Scaling 
Up Nutrition (SUN) initiative (Bezanson and Isenman 2010; Horton et al. 
2010) that was developed as a result of The Lancet series favors a stron-
ger influence of the private sector (Latham et al. 2011) to the detriment of 
more holistic and locally based approaches. Food is not, however, just about 
nutrients but about livelihoods, value, culture, and many other aspects. 
As has been pointed out at a post-19th IUNS International Congress of 
Nutrition 2009 symposium hosted by SCN, the cost-effectiveness of supple-
mentation (e.g., with vitamin A or imported, preprocessed complementary 
foods) requires investigation.24 Supplementation is designed to achieve a sin-
gle effect on health versus food-based strategies that seek more diversified 
nutritional and other livelihood outcomes (e.g., of supporting local food 
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270 Lemke and Bellows

systems and economies). Additionally, the ethics of public- private partner-
ships (PPPs) associated with supplementation and linked to the undermining 
of local agriculture and diets as well as to economic dependencies must be 
questioned.

Case study 5.5 Ready-to-use supplementary food (RUSF)

We return to the example of the large-scale distribution of ready-to-
use supplementary food (RUSF) as promoted by the SUN initiative.25 
RUSF is a high energy nutritional food supplement, based on cere-
als, legumes, or seeds fortified with vitamins and minerals, used to 
treat or prevent moderate to mild forms of malnutrition. We argue 
that global circulation of RUSF, as an example of a non-local food 
and nutrition “cure” and increasingly even as a form of malnutri-
tion prevention, is overemphasized to the advantage of trade interests 
but to the detriment of developing capacity and autonomy in com-
munity and nation-based food and nutrition systems. Opening RUSF 
markets further introduces highly processed and packaged foods into 
traditional eating cultures, thereby normalizing the brand names and 
consumption habits that also support the transglobal trade in snack 
and “junk” foods (e.g., candy, breakfast cereals, and chips) which 
tend to be calorie dense and nutrition poor. The question becomes: 
whose interests are served by SUN and whose livelihoods enhanced? 
Public and business policy to adopt or promote industrially pro-
duced, internationally traded, and non-locally sourced or created 
RUSF can inhibit local sustainable solutions for food and nutrition 
security. These “measures” represent a paternalistic approach, indi-
cating a presumption of local incompetence and with an emphasis 
on aid, neediness, and dependency, instead of being in line with a 
human rights framework. In contrast, approaches are needed that 
promote ownership, capacity, autonomy, and self-determination of 
local food systems as well as tangible outcomes such as improved 
food and nutrition security, job creation, enhanced livelihoods, and 
broad social networks.

The Shortcomings of Household Surveys on Food and Nutrition 
Security in Addressing Gender and Intra-household Dynamics

The concepts of the household and intra-household dynamics have to be 
investigated closely as it is crucial for the understanding of household’s food 
and nutrition security situation. Further, it needs to be taken into account 
that individual household members experience different food security risks 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 271

and often follow different food security strategies. As social scientists such 
as Netting, Wilk, and Arnould (1984) had already argued in the 1980s with 
regard to the history of the household concept, there is a need to move away 
from the concept of the nuclear family and from the search for simplic-
ity. The assumption, however, still often persists that households consist of 
members with a single economic aim, complementary objectives, and tied 
to the same social networks within a shared social environment (Mazonde 
2000; Prabhu 2010). As several authors have argued, analyzing social 
processes and transformation using the household as a homogeneous unit 
where resources are equally distributed derives from and creates oversimpli-
fication (Mazonde 2000; Pasteur 2002; Rogers and Schlossman 1990). This 
assumption is especially misleading in low income households. Changing 
and often fluid household structures as well as women’s position within 
households are still not adequately reflected in surveys and statistics, and the 
household as an analytical unit has increasingly been challenged (Gillespie 
and Kadiyala 2005; Hosegood and Timaeus 2005; Murphy, Harvey, and 
Silvestre 2005). According to Messer (1990), who argues from an anthropo-
logical household perspective, the outsider’s perspective of economic models 
conflicts with the insider’s perspective of social conceptualizations. It is this 
subjective perception that influences behavior and affects the ways in which 
people respond to a changed environment. Further, the perception of the 
household as a co-residential unit, as it is still often defined, is an inadequate 
unit of analysis for exploring social and economic processes. The validity of 
household surveys that are based on the outlined assumptions, therefore, is 
questionable. We argue that an anthropological or sociological perspective 
of the concept of household is needed in the context of food and nutri-
tion security in order to trace the causal relationships between the dynamics 
within households and the well-being of households and their members.

Access to and utilization of food at the household level and the related 
impact on nutritional status for household members requires, therefore, 
much improved data collection. As has been emphasized by Hosegood and 
Timaeus (2005), the complexities of households, such as fluid household 
composition, high levels of individual and household mobility, non-resident 
household members, and multiple household memberships, have to be cap-
tured. They used the concepts “multiple household membership,” “full 
members,” and “affiliated members” in longitudinal data collection sur-
veys that were developed for the Africa Centre Demographic Information 
System (ACDIS). In Southern Africa and elsewhere, due to migration and 
other factors, households often cannot be defined as co-residential but are 
highly complex with regard to extended networks of kin and relatives (Spie-
gel, Watson, and Wilkinson 1996). Spiegel, Watson, and Wilkinson (1996) 
replaced the conventional term “household” with the term “stretched 
domestic units” which refers to the fact that members of a so-called house-
hold are often not co-residential or commensal for most of their lives. Indi-
viduals, therefore, may belong to several households that are connected 
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272 Lemke and Bellows

through kinship, social relations, and various other arrangements, creating 
“multiple household memberships.” In research on food and nutrition secu-
rity among rural populations in South Africa, based on earlier definitions by 
Murray (1976) and Spiegel, Watson, and Wilkinson (1996), the household 
was defined as “all people who share income and other resources, possibly 
also certain obligations and interests, whether they belong to the same or 
different residential units. In most cases, members of these households are 
related along kinship links” (Lemke 2001, 109). This definition reflects and 
takes into account fluid or stretched household boundaries. Among the key 
findings of previous research were that the stretching of households over 
several domestic units and the search for migrant labor were among the 
most important strategies people use for improved food security and sur-
vival (Lemke 2001, ix).

How to adequately capture intra-household dynamics and decision- 
making remains, however, a challenge. According to The World’s Women 
2010 report (UNDESA 2010), whereas there has been an increase over the 
past decade of available gender statistics, data are often not comparable, as 
concepts, definitions, methods, and also quality of data vary between coun-
tries. The report further confirms that statistics are sometimes too broad 
or are not further disaggregated by relevant characteristics. Shortcomings 
are especially experienced with data related to international migration, 
maternal mortality, causes of death, vocational education, access to and use 
of information and communication technologies, the informal sector, and 
informal employment, as well as with data on occupations, wages, unem-
ployment and underemployment, decision-makers in government and the 
private sector, and household poverty. As was stated in the aforementioned 
FAO report The State of Food and Agriculture 2010–11, there are further 
limitations in data collection of different types of female-headed households, 
including “de facto female headed households” characterized as women 
having an adult male partner who is a migrant worker but who remains 
involved through remittances and other economic and social ties, and “de 
jure female headed households” defined as having no male partner member 
and headed instead by women who are widowed, divorced, or never mar-
ried (FAO 2011). However, this categorization remains limited as it is neces-
sary to determine the actual decision-making power within households in 
order to provide more accurate data on intra-household resource allocation. 
Besides intra-household gender dynamics that can lead to conflict, various 
other power relations exist among different categories of household mem-
bers, for example, among women and men based on age, marital status, sex-
ual orientation, ethnicity, and religion; among older and younger household 
members; or between income earners and unemployed household members.

Whereas men are generally still regarded as the household head, in reality 
many households are led de facto by women. As was confirmed by research 
in South Africa (Lemke 2001; Lemke et al. 2003), half of households were 
led by women, with men either being absent because of migrant work, 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 273

because they were not able to marry due to being unemployed and their 
resulting low socioeconomic status, or because women had decided to stay 
single for greater economic and social security. The strive for greater inde-
pendence of women is largely due to ongoing patriarchal structures and the 
high incidence of domestic violence against women (van der Vliet 1991; 
Jones 1999), as is illustrated in the following case study.

Case study 5.6 South Africa: violence against women and women-
led households for greater security

In South Africa, violence against women did not gain serious politi-
cal attention until the 1990s. During apartheid, the struggle against 
the oppressive regime was at the forefront and the issue of gender did 
not constitute an obvious element in the political discourse. Women’s 
human rights in South Africa in general, whether among the black, 
white, colored, or other population groups, were not being recognized 
or championed (Ramphele and Boonzaier 1988; Schäfer 2005).26 In 
other words, oppression against women by men both within and out-
side of the antiapartheid movement was not addressed, accounting 
in part for the impunity of violence against women existing today. 
Only with the political change in the 1990s was the significance of 
gender issues fully recognized for the first time. The new South Afri-
can Constitution, passed into law in 1996 (Republic of South Africa 
1996), explicitly guarantees freedom from discrimination on the 
basis of, among other things, race, gender, and disability. Whereas 
South Africa is committed today to gender rights (Office on the Sta-
tus of Women [South Africa] 2000), this paper proclamation has not 
resulted in improvements in the daily life of women, and gender-based 
discrimination remains widespread. Furthermore, previous social 
structures, such as paternalism, are still prevalent, reinforcing wom-
en’s inferior position within the household and community (Reddy 
and Moletsane 2009).

Due to ongoing patriarchal structures, inequality, poverty, social 
destitution, and the high incidence of violence against women, includ-
ing sexual and domestic violence, women may leave their male partner 
and choose to stay single, adding to the growing number of female-
headed households, as has been documented in a number of studies 
among rural and urban black women (Jones 1999; Lemke et al. 2003; 
van der Vliet 1991). Singlehood can be seen as a coping strategy of 
women but also as a strategy for empowerment by resisting male dom-
ination, which has been framed by Jones (1999) as the concept “single-
hood for security.” Another reason why black South African women 
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274 Lemke and Bellows

in particular increasingly prefer to stay single is that they are afraid of 
contracting HIV from their male partners who, due to migrant work 
and patriarchal ideals, often pursue multiple relationships (Schäfer 
2002). Gender-based violence (GBV), power relationships within 
households, and greater autonomy of women are therefore directly 
linked to changes in household composition.

In an example of micro-level in-depth research among South 
African farmworkers with a focus on gender and sustainable liveli-
hoods, Lemke, Bellows, and Heumann (2009) revealed that female-
headed households, although having less access to earned income 
compared to male-headed households, are able to take better care 
of the well-being of household members and achieve greater food 
and nutrition security than comparable households with male head-
ship. Whereas men remain the dominant earners, women have bet-
ter access to social grants, remittances from relatives, and income 
obtained through informal employment. This study highlights the 
crucial role of women’s access to resources and power relations 
within households for greater food and nutrition security and sus-
tainable livelihoods. The findings further reaffirm the need to include 
household and gender variables in demographic and health surveys 
to more accurately determine the socioeconomic and food security 
status of households.

As this section highlights, clearly an anthropological or sociological per-
spective of the concept of household is needed in order to trace the causal 
relationships between the dynamics within households and the well-being 
of households and its members. This underscores the need for a comprehen-
sive gendered perspective and for detailed micro-social research, in order to 
reveal underlying social factors and how these influence decision-making  
and resource allocation; factors that largely determine household food 
and nutrition security (Doss 2013; Leonhäuser et al. 2005; Prabhu 2010; 
Quisumbing and Smith 2007).

Women, Development, Gender, Empowerment:  
an Evolving Debate

In current debates, “gender” is often still misunderstood as “being about 
women.” This is more than forty years after the gender debate evolved in 
the 1970s and more than twenty years after the 1992 UN Conference on 
Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro with the Agenda 21 final 
report that recognized women as key actors in the fight against poverty 
and in the preservation of the environment (UN General Assembly 1992 a, b).  
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 275

According to Wichterich (2012), the “green economy,” which served as 
a model for the Rio+20 UN Conference on Sustainable Development, fell 
sadly behind the achievements of the Agenda 21 as it failed to integrate gen-
der mainstreaming and a feminist perspective into a plan moving forward. 
Wichterich (2012, 11) attributes this partly to a certain “gender fatigue” 
that pervaded the early 2000s. For women who worked toward gender 
mainstreaming this might have been based on their frustrations with the 
slow progress of institutions that claimed concern about the need for and 
their ostensible success with mainstreaming women in their organizations 
but that, nevertheless, made little or no difference to women’s progressive 
access to equality and human rights. As Harcourt (2012) states, the official 
declaration of the Rio+20 UN Conference on Sustainable Development, The 
Future We Want (UN General Assembly 2012), repressed any reference to 
support sexuality, reproductive rights, or health, taking women’s rights two 
decades backwards.

In order to understand the current gender debate and its interpretations, 
it is important to examine how the concepts “gender,” “development,” and 
“empowerment” evolved, how they are used, and what they mean today.

The gender debate in the international context was initiated in the 1970s 
by the women in development (WID) agenda that aimed to increase wom-
en’s involvement in the market economy and project activities. The WID 
movement was informed by Ester Boserup’s overview in 1970, Women’s 
Role in Economic Development.27 Boserup challenged the assumptions of 
the previous “welfare approach” that regarded women mainly as wives and 
mothers and being in need and shifted the perspective to women’s impor-
tance to the agricultural economy (Razavi and Miller 1995). One of the 
main shortcomings of the WID approach, however, was that it focused on 
women in isolation from their social relationships and did little to address 
the power imbalances rooted in these social relations that lead to wom-
en’s greater vulnerability to poverty. The WID agenda was followed by the 
gender and development (GAD) and later the gender mainstreaming (GM) 
approach. Although the intention of the two latter concepts was to recog-
nize gender differences and to focus on social relationships and interactions 
between women and men, they partly continued the distorted focus of WID 
(Benad 2002; Townsend et al. 1999).

The concept “empowerment” that is currently largely being used in poli-
cies concerning gender is controversial and has to be regarded with caution. 
One of our reservations with this concept is that “empowering someone” 
can entail a passivity that is contradictory and that diverts us from the initial 
intention of changing social power dynamics. The process of “empower-
ment” can reinforce inequality by suggesting that the person “to be empow-
ered” lacks certain capacities and capabilities relative to those who promote 
empowerment and who are “empowered.”28 A second broad concern is that 
the meaning and use of empowerment has narrowed to an individualized 
focus on market-oriented productivity (Kabeer 2001; Lutrell et al. 2009). 
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276 Lemke and Bellows

Examples for this observation are the concepts of empowerment and gender 
equality as being applied by the World Bank within their MDG strategies, 
where it is argued that the integration of women into markets will lead to 
more economic growth and efficiency, with the measure of equality being 
economic benefits and losses (World Bank 2011). This interpretation of 
empowerment, however, perpetuates the above-mentioned distorted focus 
of empowerment being mainly about increasing market-oriented productiv-
ity and instrumentalizes women in a neoliberal economic model, instead 
of recognizing local knowledge and contributions of women and men to 
existing local food systems and their functions as social security measures.29 
This leads to a rather limited focus on women’s individual productivity and 
efficiency, an approach that tends to ignore the impact of a broad range 
of social divisions and social relations that constrain women’s economic 
choices and opportunities, as had been stated already in 1995 by Razavi and 
Miller. According to Cornwall and Brock (2005, 1046), the original empha-
sis of empowerment to build “personal and collective power in the struggle 
for a more just and equitable world” is being changed by agencies that apply 
empowerment in the context of gender. As they critically remark in their 
reflection of the buzzwords “empowerment,” “participation,” and “poverty 
reduction,” “[w]ords that once spoke of politics and power have come to be 
reconfigured in the service of today’s one-size-fits-all development recipes, 
spun into an apoliticised form that everyone can agree with” (Cornwall 
and Brock 2005, 1043), and conclude that an approach “stripped of any 
engagement with context or culture, politics, power or difference, does vio-
lence to the very hope of a world without poverty” (Cornwall and Brock 
2005, 1058).

We support Alston’s (2009) argument that the key challenge of empower-
ment and gender mainstreaming is to address structural causes of inequality 
and discrimination. But, like Moghadam and Senftova (2005), we contex-
tualize “empowerment” within a multidimensional process of civil, politi-
cal, social, economic, cultural participation and rights, and a human rights 
framework (see chapters 1 and 6 of this volume), wherein addressing struc-
tural causes must begin with empowered dialogue and direction from those 
marginalized from social power. The radical difference of regarding the con-
cepts of empowerment and gender mainstreaming within a human rights 
framework lies in the need to change a system to incorporate women rather 
than attempting to change women to fit the system, as is often promoted by 
current approaches (Alston 2009, 141; see also chapter 3 of this volume).

We further and strongly suggest that the empowerment of women must 
be linked to the empowerment of men, who must be enabled and encour-
aged to break free from the “traditional male roles” ascribed to them. In 
the context of food and nutrition security, it is therefore critical not to focus 
on women as a “vulnerable” group in isolation from decisive structural 
issues at the household and community levels (see chapter 2 of this vol-
ume). Men should be integrated into related research and programming, 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 277

recognizing that not doing so both perpetuates women’s “burden” of food-
related labors, remains blind to the potential, real, and desperate need for 
men’s changing identities and masculinities, and ultimately results in the 
limited success of food and nutrition programs. Schäfer (2012) stresses an 
urgent need to place a stronger focus on socially marginalized men as well as 
on existing non-gender-based hierarchies, exploitation, and violence among 
and between men and women. Among men, it is often younger ones who 
have no access to land, no decision-making power, and no options of estab-
lishing a family. This can lead to violence in certain geographic regions and 
under certain circumstances.30 The opportunity to address gender power 
imbalances fully has so far largely been missed, perhaps particularly when 
considering the lack of inclusion of men in gender mainstreaming practice. 
Whereas this subsection has focused on the evolving debate around women 
and gender in the context of development, it is clear that attention should 
be paid equally to other social categories beyond gender, as has been pointed 
out earlier, and that acknowledgement should be given to intersectoral anal-
ysis that investigates the link between gender, class, age, race, ethnicity, and 
religion, taking into account the various and complex power dynamics, as is 
also elaborated by Schäfer (2012, xi).

Sustainable Livelihoods Approaches for Integrated Analysis 
of Complex Location Specific Processes and Individuals’ and 
Groups’ Capacities

Diverse forms of the sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA) enable the 
investigation of underlying structural conditions of livelihoods at the house-
hold and community levels, focusing on individuals’ and groups’ capacities 
and access to various livelihood assets. We recommend SLA as an analytical 
tool as it can serve not only to (re)identify known aspects of discrimina-
tion but also to uncover peoples’ livelihood assets that policy efforts might 
augment to leverage transformation of individuals and groups through and 
beyond the context of their vulnerabilities. The SLA, as developed by the 
Department for International Development (DFID; DFID 1999) and as 
adapted to the context of agriculture by Adato and Meinzen-Dick (2002), 
can serve as a theoretical framework to explore rural livelihoods and the 
closely connected issues of poverty, hunger, and food insecurity. The initial 
SLA became increasingly central to the international debate about devel-
opment, poverty reduction, and environmental management in the 1990s, 
with a rapid proliferation of livelihood research in the development lit-
erature (Scoones 2009). Drawing on the earlier definition of sustainable 
livelihoods by Chambers and Conway (1992) and as developed further by 
Scoones (1998), quoted below:

A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both mate-
rial and social resources) and activities required for a means of living. 
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278 Lemke and Bellows

A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from 
stresses and shocks, maintains or enhances its capabilities and assets, 
while not undermining the natural resource base. (Scoones 1998, 5)

At the micro- and meso-level, livelihood assets (physical, natural, finan-
cial, social, and human capital) play an essential role for households to pur-
sue their livelihood strategies and strive for desired livelihood outcomes, 
largely influenced by institutional and policy structures at the national and 
provincial levels, with these structures to a great extent determining the 
vulnerability context of people. Thus, a SLA must address a full range of 
access to resources for insecure populations. These comprise, in particular, 
rural food producers, the rural and urban poor, and, among them, women 
as a group further discriminated against (Scherr 2003; Windfuhr and Jonsen 
2005). The range of often compromised resource access includes not only 
access to land but also access to social and political assets, all of which are 
critical to reduce vulnerability.

The SLA has been criticized for not adequately reflecting and addressing 
social power relations (Scoones 2009). The initial SLA, however, stresses 
attention to an understanding of social relationships through the institu-
tions, organizations, and embedded power dynamics that maintain them, 
this focus being crucial to designing interventions that can improve sustain-
able livelihood outcomes (Scoones 1998). Scoones (2009), in his historical 
review of livelihoods and rural development, provides an overview of how 
different approaches and ideas around livelihoods have emerged and how 
these were influenced by dominant economic paradigms and policy debates. 
He further critiques simplistic applications of the SLA that have prevailed 
in development applications, especially over the past decade. He finds that 
research and policy has generally shifted away from the contextual, transdis-
ciplinary, and cross-sectoral SLA influenced perspective, and back toward a 
predictable default to macroeconomic analysis. Scoones (2009) points out 
four main failures of SLA, relating to a lack of engagement with (a) pro-
cesses of economic globalization, (b) debates about politics and governance, 
(c) challenges of environmental sustainability, and (d) fundamental trans-
formatory shifts in rural economies. Instead of scrapping SLA, however, he 
calls for reenergizing more complex livelihoods perspectives. He notes that 
if SLA is to have continued relevance and application it must both integrate 
the global policy context to achieve local dynamic change and democratize 
policy-making by providing a more central and accessible place for consid-
erations of knowledge, power, values, politics, and policy change.

We argue that SLA research continues to offer a valuable and holistic 
approach for an integrated analysis of complex and highly dynamic con-
texts. As SLA draws upon diverse disciplinary perspectives and cuts across 
sectoral boundaries, it is further able to bridge divides, particularly between 
the natural and social sciences, and to challenge single sector approaches. 
The importance of local knowledge and the inclusion of participatory 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 279

research methods both help to understand complex local realities and to 
facilitate engagement and learning between local people and outsiders. The 
advantages of SLA research also mirror its challenges. Additional tools 
and frameworks might have to be integrated and every exploration must 
be adapted to the respective research context and specific priorities, creat-
ing high time and resource demands. Yet, if we seriously aim to address 
structural and underlying causes of food and nutrition security, this detailed 
exploration of location specific contexts is absolutely necessary, providing a 
uniquely viable and sustainable approach.

Especially for poor households, multiple livelihood strategies are often 
more a response than a coping mechanism. That is to say, these households 
are often merely able to respond to crises when they happen; the household 
actors are not “coping” with strategies and flexibility mechanisms prepared 
in advance for the possibility of crisis (Loevinsohn and Gillespie 2003). In 
Southern Africa, for example, most households draw upon a diverse portfo-
lio of activities and income sources that not only enhance household income 
but also food security, health, social networks, and savings and that further-
more bridge the rural-urban divide (Mazonde 2000; Shackleton, Shackle-
ton, and Cousins 2000). While smallholder farming remains an important 
strategy to contribute to food supplies, these households also depend upon 
formal and informal employment, remittances from migrant household 
members, welfare transfers, and microenterprises. The construction of the 
potential for multiple livelihood strategies depends upon flexibility, access 
to information, and the negotiation of social relationships, typically both 
inside and outside the local community. An SLA analysis reflects upon and 
addresses these complex interactions and processes.

Case study 5.7 Application of SLA in studies of agricultural 
programs and women’s livelihoods in South Africa

Research on food security and the right to adequate food and nutri-
tion in the context of land and agrarian reform in South Africa 
has been carried out since 2010 with several South African based 
CSOs, exploring the prospects of smallholder agricultural programs 
for establishing sustainable livelihoods, with a specific focus on the 
participation of women in such programs (Lemke 2010). Drawing 
on the sustainable livelihoods framework and employing a mixed 
methods approach, a research project carried out in the Western 
Cape, South Africa, explored through participant observation and 
interviews the prospects of two smallholder agricultural programs 
for establishing sustainable livelihoods (Lemke et al. 2012). These 
programs were facilitated by CSOs and focused upon rural black and 
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280 Lemke and Bellows

colored women.31 One project evolved from a foundation established 
from a successful ecotourism venture; the other from a grassroots 
women’s NGO with political action roots. Participation in these pro-
grams enabled women access to various livelihoods assets: education 
and capacity building (human assets), land (natural assets), tools 
and infrastructure (physical assets), stipends and income from sell-
ing their produce (financial assets), and networking (social assets). 
Improvements in livelihood assets further increased women’s level of 
self-confidence and empowerment. This could be shown especially in 
the case study carried out in cooperation with the grassroots women 
NGO in their cooperatives program. In this specific research con-
text the integration of the sustainable livelihoods framework with 
the women empowerment framework by Kabeer (1999) proved espe-
cially useful. Operational challenges apparent in both case studies 
included (a) divergent expectations on the side of project facilitators 
and participants and inadequate communication between them, (b) 
participants’ financial dependency on the organizations meaning that 
women’s participation time had to translate into income because they 
did not have the luxury to be unpaid students, interns, or volunteers, 
(c) historical race dynamics that complicated development objectives 
through black women’s relationship with white male foundation 
managers in one case and their relationship to white and mostly male 
farm ownership in the other, (d) programs concentrated on develop-
ing agricultural skills without corresponding attention to adequate 
market access for food produced, and (e) the program’s lack of finan-
cial sustainability.

The findings suggest that, while these programs are not yet sus-
tainable, they stimulate an awareness of possibilities, visions, own-
ership, and rights that can have a long-term effect on the livelihoods 
of these rural women. Further, in evaluating program success, espe-
cially in the initiation phases, it must be remembered that structural 
barriers to the improvement of rural women’s livelihoods are for-
midable and few South African models or alternatives are presently 
available to help CSOs formulate new opportunities (Lemke et al. 
2012).

Among the main challenges described in the above case study is the 
struggle for autonomy, especially among those women who live on rural 
white-owned farms where their male partners work, and where they, as 
women, occasionally receive part-time or seasonal employment as well. This 
struggle for autonomy and independence partly stems from the previous sys-
tem of gendered and racial paternalism (Du Toit 1993; van Onselen 1996) 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 281

that continues to determine relationships on many farms, often leading to 
ambivalent and unstable situations. Obviously, large-scale farm owners 
rely on farm laborers to work their land. Farmworkers, on the other hand, 
become dependent on farm owners for employment and some social ben-
efits, such as education and health services which, however marginal, have 
otherwise not been publically available in remote areas through the state. 
Yet in this arrangement, farmworkers still strive for fair and dignified labor 
practices and, additionally as illustrated in the case above, alternative liveli-
hood strategies that enable them to become more independent.32

The findings from the previously illustrated case are in line with Schäfer 
(2012), who argues that socioeconomic and societal changes take time and 
often cannot be measured with so-called hard facts, even though institutions 
of development cooperation require this type of data. In this regard, social 
anthropological and ethnographic research and participatory and qualita-
tive methods provide alternative approaches to broaden the understanding 
of success and sustainability of programs as illustrated above. The contribu-
tions of ethnographic research in revealing benefits of land reform programs 
are illustrated in the following case study by Hart (2012) who emphasizes 
that success or failure is not necessarily determined by the good or bad con-
ception of programs and that an understanding of the actions and experi-
ences of actors involved at different levels is of utmost importance.

Case study 5.8 South Africa: land reform policies  
lead to benefits

Land reform in South Africa, through various programs, aims to rec-
tify previously outlined historical injustices.33 Land reform policy has 
been strongly criticized as it fails to address broader rural development 
objectives (e.g., health and education) and to provide the support nec-
essary for emerging farmers to engage in agriculture.34 Documenting a 
case study of land redistribution in the southern Cape of South Africa, 
Hart (2012) argues that, instead of focusing on institutional and orga-
nizational aspects of land reform and on the implementation of related 
policies and intervention programs, an ethnographic lens should be 
applied that allows insights into the complexities and social processes 
of land reform and that reveals how policy programs are understood 
and interpreted differently by different actors. In his analysis, Hart 
starts by asking the question how land reform works instead of asking 
whether it works, thus providing a deeper understanding of complex 
social relationships between policy and practice. Through ethno-
graphic research, Hart explores how rural residents interpreted land 
reform policy and used the resources given to them by the state. This 
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282 Lemke and Bellows

revealed that local actors’ decisions and actions were based largely on 
their livelihood requirements and were, further, often determined by 
their historical experiences and social relationships. Although these 
beneficiaries acted differently than had been anticipated by officials, a 
number of them have gained tangible benefits, for example, by pursu-
ing business activities other than agriculture after they had acquired 
land. This has given credence to the land reform policy and, in this 
specific case, resulted in state officials continuing to provide support 
to these beneficiaries (Hart 2012).

Case study 5.9 Sustainable livelihoods, nutrition security,  
HIV/AIDS, and gender

Especially in sub-Saharan Africa, people are affected by the devas-
tating confluence of AIDS and food scarcity.35 AIDS attacks exactly 
those capacities that enable people to resist famine, killing the most 
productive and reproductively active members of society (Piot and 
Pinstrup-Andersen 2002; Jackson and Landis 2002) and leading to 
a vicious circle that links poverty, food insecurity, and HIV/AIDS 
(UNAIDS 2002). HIV infection increases the risk of malnutrition 
in the individual; malnutrition exacerbates the effects of AIDS, fur-
ther deteriorating nutritional status. Good nutrition is therefore 
regarded as one of the few bulwarks against AIDS-related illnesses 
and early death.36 This is particularly the case in regions where 
access to HIV medicines is rare and, if available, out of economic 
reach of most poor people for whom AIDS is one additional burden 
on top of many others (Piot 2001; Fourie 2006). HIV/AIDS is not 
skewed to those households infected and affected but is systemic and 
thus affects the social and economic ties upon which communities 
are built (Budlender 2000). As predominantly the working genera-
tion is infected, this negatively impacts livelihoods,37 resulting in (a) 
reduced income and divisions of labor in households, (b) families, 
workplaces, and communities being disrupted, (c) decreased agricul-
tural production, and (e) weakening economies and, thus, undermin-
ing the social fabric (Fourie 2006). Social networks that are crucial 
for the survival of the poor are breaking down, with women bear-
ing the brunt of this destabilization. Women are disproportionately 
more affected by HIV/AIDS than men because of gender inequality 
and women’s biological, social, cultural, and economic vulnerabil-
ity. Sexual violence, including selling sex for food, money, and other 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 283

necessities, contributes to the higher incidence of HIV/AIDS among 
women. As is stated in article 14 of the Declaration of Commitment 
on HIV/AIDS of the UN (UN General Assembly 2001) that has been 
transformed into action by the formation of the Global Coalition 
on Women and AIDS on February 2, 2004 (UNAIDS 2004), gender 
equality and the empowerment of women are fundamental elements 
in the reduction of the vulnerability of women and girls to HIV/AIDS 
(see also HRC 2012).

The former UN secretary general, Kofi Annan, stated that AIDS 
in Africa has a woman’s face (Annan 2002). Data from The World’s 
Women 2010 report (UNDESA 2010) indicate that in sub-Saharan 
Africa, North Africa, and the Middle East, women account for more 
than half of people living with HIV/AIDS. In South Africa, which has 
the highest incidence of rape worldwide in a country not at war, HIV 
transmission following rape is of particular concern (Women’s Health 
Project 2000; Smith 2000).38 South Africa is among the countries hit 
hardest by HIV, with an estimated prevalence rate of 17.9 percent 
among adults aged fifteen to forty-nine (UNAIDS 2013)—only Swazi-
land, Lesotho, and Botswana have a higher prevalence rate.

In this section we reviewed the shortcomings of current measures to 
address malnutrition and hunger that favor paternalistic approaches and 
perpetuate aid, neediness, and dependency. We further illustrated the crucial 
role that intra-household dynamics, decision-making, and resource alloca-
tion as well as inter-household relations and their social networks play for 
food and nutrition security of household members. Progressive realization 
of the human right to adequate food and nutrition requires the participa-
tion of civil society to overcome the limitations of industrial agriculture 
and medicalized nutrition models. Those most disenfranchised from basic 
human rights, often but not always nor exclusively women, need to par-
ticipate in problem analysis and prescriptions for social change. In the fol-
lowing section we lay out democratic processes and holistic approaches to 
integrated local and regional food production and nutritionally sound con-
sumption systems.

FOOD AND NUTRITION GOVERNANCE: INTERSCALAR 
LOCAL TO GLOBAL DEMOCRATIC STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS 
THE GENDER GAP AND ENHANCE RURAL LIVELIHOODS

In the first section of this chapter, we articulated the need to include gender 
and a systems approach into efforts to address the human right to adequate 
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284 Lemke and Bellows

food and nutrition. Here, we expand this discussion and emphasize the 
importance of integrating principles of sustainability, social justice, and par-
ticipatory sovereignty over food systems that nourish communities. Social 
justice and stability are associated with sustainable and equitable access to 
human necessities. Food insecurity, malnutrition, and poverty as well as the 
violation of related human rights correlate with significant polarization in 
well-being, for example, the size of the gap between rich and poor, between 
women and men, and also hierarchies within different groups of men and 
women, respectively, based on ethnicity, social status, age, and other factors. 
Vulnerability to social conflict is similarly correlated with uneven and unequal 
distribution of basic tenets of human security: protection, equal standing in 
the law, sustainable labor, and basic needs such as clean water, adequate food 
and nutrition, housing, basic and free education, and medical care.

International and local food aid models are similarly designed to provide 
short-term emergency care. They nevertheless characteristically entrench 
themselves and can contribute to chronic local dependency on charity and 
non-locally produced food items. Such dependency can lead to the destruc-
tion of originally autonomous economic and food systems where they 
existed or to an obstruction of new or improved local food and nutrition 
system planning. Distribution to the “poor” engenders service and food 
production economies that arguably enrich the well-being of food providers 
as much or more than the “short-term” food insecure. Resistance to food 
aid models is famously witnessed in the civil society criticism and scientific 
debates over the 2008 The Lancet series “Maternal and Child Undernutri-
tion” that led to the SUN initiative, as was illustrated in case study 5.5. In 
emergencies, we need food provision services to deliver short-term relief 
or ongoing support in particularly difficult conditions. But what we addi-
tionally and desperately also need is the concurrent promotion of locally 
controlled, non-emergency oriented, long-term strategies that respect and 
integrate gender and social diversity to (a) build secure and sustainable local 
food economies and (b) weave nutritional well-being into agriculture, pub-
lic health, and education programming.39 This leads to the questions: what 
are appropriate strategies in achieving sustainable, equitable, and participa-
tory local food systems that can enhance food and nutrition security, liveli-
hoods, and local economies? And how are women included in the debate? 
This section introduces some of the recent and prominent concepts that 
aim to address this question: local food systems, food sovereignty and food 
governance, community food security, food policy councils, food justice, 
agroecology and organic agriculture, and sustainable diets. We employ these 
concepts to discuss women’s and men’s needs to gain capabilities necessary 
to protect their and their communities’ well-being.

Local Food Systems and Food Sovereignty

The concept of local or alternative food systems has been framed by vari-
ous terms and in diverse geographic contexts. Among the terms frequently 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 285

employed are “local food systems” (Bellows and Hamm 2001; Feagan 2007; 
Hinrichs 2003; Martinez et al. 2010), “alternative or local food initiatives” 
(Allen et al. 2003; Connelly, Markey, and Roseland 2011), “alternative 
agro-food networks” (Brunori 2007; Ortmann and King 2010), or “local 
food economies” (Kelly and Schulschenk 2011). Kelly and Schulschenk 
(2011, 463) define a local food economy as “[t]he flow of resources (finan-
cial, human, social, environmental and others) within a network of commu-
nity based enterprises that produce and distribute food at the local scale for 
local consumption.” The challenge remains to define what we understand 
by “local,” with many authors agreeing on the common idea of confining a 
food system to a particular region or location. Beyond a geographic context, 
civil society plays a crucial role in the contemporary discourse on local food 
systems. Localized food systems as we understand them are, therefore, char-
acterized by smaller scale, ecologically oriented, and regionally based farm-
ers and food system actors, with participation of civil society forming an 
important element of such alternative food systems. Localized food systems 
erase the divide between food security and nutrition security through an inte-
grated public-private-civil society approach that strives for healthy, just, and 
sustainable local food economies. To create the space for the development of 
such participatory local food systems there is a need for the regulation within 
a human rights framework of public and private sector activities that limit 
or reduce access to natural resources (see chapter 6 of this volume), often 
framed within the scope of development and referred to as “large-scale land 
acquisitions,” “landgrabbing,” or “earthgrabbing.” Although landgrabbing 
is not a new phenomenon, over the past few years a new type of landgrab-
bing is taking place where foreign public and private investors create agree-
ments with domestic states involving possession and/or controlling of large 
surfaces of land relevant for current and/or future food security of the host 
country (FIAN International 2010, 8).40 In countries where hunger, vulner-
ability to climate change, and poverty are prevalent, this practice may result 
in reduced land availability, besides possible violations of human rights, such 
as loss of access to adequate food and nutrition, housing, and water. Accord-
ing to FIAN International (2010, 11), “[l]and grabbing, even where there 
are no related forced evictions, drastically reduces land availability for land 
scarce groups, reduces the political space for peasant-oriented agricultural 
policies and gears national markets toward agribusiness interests and global 
markets, rather than sustainable peasant agriculture for local and national 
markets and for future generations.”41 In addition, the perception frequently 
reflected by conventional production models that current land use in margin-
alized areas is inefficient and underutilized has to be challenged, especially as 
this might open the door even more to investors to pursue large-scale land 
acquisitions. This would further contradict international recommendations, 
as outlined, for example, in the IAASTD (2009), by the former UN special 
rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De Schutter (HRC 2011), and in 
more recent research (e.g., Lambek et al. 2014) emphasizing peasant agricul-
ture as fundamental in the struggle against hunger.42
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286 Lemke and Bellows

Agricultural policies often do not take into account the concerns, needs, 
and rights of marginalized groups and, therefore, fail to reduce hunger and 
malnutrition (Windfuhr 2007). These groups, which have been deprived of 
their rights, also often feel disempowered to take action about their circum-
stances. The concept “food sovereignty” that was introduced in 1996 at the 
World Food Summit,43 based on the initiative of civil society groups, offered 
a new and innovative approach as it shifted the emphasis to the rights and 
specific needs of smallholders and other marginalized groups, addressing 
core problems of hunger and poverty (Windfuhr and Jonsén 2005). The 
following excerpt from the definition of food sovereignty highlights some 
of the key principles:

Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appro-
priate food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable meth-
ods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems. . . . 
Food sovereignty prioritizes local and national economies and markets 
and empowers peasant and family farmer-driven agriculture, artisanal 
fishing, pastoralist-led grazing, and food production, distribution and 
consumption based on environmental, social and economic sustainabil-
ity. . . . Food sovereignty implies new social relations free of oppression 
and inequality between men and women, peoples, racial groups, social 
and economic classes and generations. (Forum for Food Sovereignty 
2007, para. 3)

The concept of food sovereignty that promotes local food governance 
and challenges current food systems has received increasing attention, as 
is reflected, among others, by the recent international conference Food 
Sovereignty: A Critical Dialogue at Yale University.44 As Monsalve Suárez 
(2012) and also Patel (2012) emphasize, the concept of food sovereignty 
should not be misunderstood as stopping global trade or for countries to be 
self-sufficient with regard to food supplies within their own borders. How-
ever, the broad scope of food sovereignty lends itself to various interpreta-
tions. As Burnett and Murphy (2013, 22) state at the above conference, 
the food sovereignty movement has so far failed to provide a clear position 
on trade, which might close political doors, especially with regard to cur-
rent and future negotiations at the level of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO). Bernstein (2013) provides a critical review of the food sovereignty 
movement, where he states that food sovereignty and small-scale farming 
will not be able to transform the world’s food systems. He acknowledges, 
however, the movement’s potential to challenge the materialist (agrarian) 
political economy and to take environmental change seriously. He further 
notes that the movement points to important struggles, such as (a) opposi-
tion to the inequalities of international trade in food and other agricultural 
commodities and international agribusiness, (b) resistance to so-called land-
grabbing for producing food, agrofuels, and mining, and (c) support for 
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redistributive land reform in certain areas and for rural populations whose 
farming, although marginal, is crucial for their livelihoods (Bernstein 2013, 
30). Further research and a continued discourse at the levels of academia, 
civil society, and policy makers is needed to identify more clearly to what 
extent and at which levels food sovereignty can contribute to promoting 
more sustainable and equitable agriculture and food systems that could 
enhance food and nutrition security. As Burnett and Murphy (2013) state, 
the conditions of trade should be negotiated and more democratic structures 
need to be put in place. Clearly and despite controversially discussed top-
ics (e.g., the role of trade and smallholder farming), food sovereignty has 
succeeded in stirring a debate concerning various structural problems of 
existing food systems, especially the power of private corporations and the 
negative impact of current food systems of industrialized nations on both 
under- and overnutrition.

Both food sovereignty and the human right to adequate food and nutri-
tion concentrate on access to productive resources to be able to feed oneself 
and one’s family, representing a much more active approach than the most 
widely used concept of food security that has been criticized for its rather 
passive approach and its focus on individual access to food (Windfuhr and 
Jonsén 2005).45 As Windfuhr and Jonsén (2005) state, food sovereignty can 
be seen as a condition for genuine food security and the right to adequate 
food and nutrition as a tool to achieve it. Further, and importantly, both 
approaches foreground women and gender equality for achieving improved 
access to productive resources. As Kent (2002) has argued, because women 
play such an important role in shaping the social conditions of food and 
nutrition systems, they have to be empowered through achieving their full 
human rights, which would be the key to realizing the right to adequate 
food and nutrition for all.46

Community Food Security

We reintroduce a community food security approach that prioritizes social 
justice, including gender equity, and that promotes practical program-
ming, such as nutrition education and local food business development. 
The concept of community food security evolved during the 1990s (Got-
tlieb and Fisher 1996), emphasizing long-term, systemic, and broad-based 
approaches to address food insecurity (McCullum et al. 2005). Community 
food security has been defined by Hamm and Bellows (2003, 37) as “a con-
dition in which all community residents obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, 
nutritionally adequate diet through a sustainable food system that maxi-
mizes community self-reliance and social justice.” Community food security 
developed in part from theories of food and economic democracy (Koc et al. 
1999; Lang 1999) and the concept of civic agriculture (Lyson 2004), as well 
as the international human right to food (Bellows and Hamm 2003). As 
with food sovereignty, community food security is rooted in civil society 
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288 Lemke and Bellows

and cross-sectoral partnerships (public, private, and private non-profit) that 
leverage a “community voice” into traditional power structures to rede-
fine food and nutrition needs, security, and local-based strategies. Similarly, 
Anderson (2008) introduced the concept of rights-based food systems and 
their connection with more localized and sustainable agroecological systems 
that contribute to awareness of the environmental and social costs of cur-
rent food systems practices.

Block et al. (2008) advanced the concept of so-called value webs as 
integral to the development of local food systems. The term “value web” 
indicates that relationships between actors in the food system are multi-
directional. The term and related perspective are the antithesis of “value 
chains” that provide a more unidirectional description of an operating food 
system. By illustrating case work in various areas of the United States, the 
authors highlight the following key characteristics: locally based, action-
oriented, equity and social values, partnerships and trust relations between 
partners, engagement, and mutual cooperation. The authors further make 
a case for higher education-community partnerships where intended ben-
eficiaries at the community level take on active roles instead of being mere 
recipients of knowledge that is passed on by an actor at a higher education 
level. This multisided approach to knowledge development in the food sys-
tem and on behalf of community food and nutrition security can be seen in 
the recommendations of the IAASTD (2009) and other recent reports that 
promote the integration of local knowledge and more democratic participa-
tion in food policy, especially but not only at the community level.

Food Policy Councils

Food policy councils (FPCs) are a North American phenomenon of the last 
twenty years wherein neighborhood food initiatives cooperate with diverse 
civic actors to develop policies for just, healthy food systems that serve 
local communities through a synergy of social and economic development. 
FPCs convene citizens, CSOs, government officials, farmers, and other local 
private sector entrepreneurs for the purpose of providing a comprehensive 
examination of a state or local food system. This unique, non-partisan form 
of civic engagement brings together a diverse array of food system actors to 
develop food and agriculture policy recommendations (Clancy, Hammer, 
and Lippoldt 2007; Roberts 2010; Winne 2008).47

The first FPC started in 1982 in Knoxville, Tennessee, in the United 
States. The best known, however, might be the Toronto Food Policy Coun-
cil (TFPC), Canada. The TFPC provided extensive documentation on its 
developmental experience that helped to replicate the model elsewhere.48 
The NGO Food First writes:

[Food policy councils] often include anti-hunger and food justice 
advocates, educators, non-profit organizations, concerned citizens, 
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government officials, farmers, grocers, chefs, workers, food processors 
and food distributors. Food Policy Councils create an opportunity for 
discussion and strategy development among these various interests, and 
create an arena for studying the food system as a whole. Because they 
are often initiated by government actors, through executive orders, pub-
lic acts or joint resolutions, Food Policy Councils tend to enjoy a formal 
relationship with local, city or state officials. (Harper et al. 2009, 2)

Members of FPCs review local and regional food issues, foster coordina-
tion between sectors in the food system, evaluate and influence policy, and 
launch or support programs and services that address local needs. Rural 
and urban communities alike build cohesive public policy through inclusive 
dialogue on food and nutrition issues (Thomson, Maretzki, and Harmon 
2007).49 The emphasis on inclusive and balanced participation of actors in 
local, regional, and community food systems suggests that FPCs may serve as 
a model for women’s participation in food and nutrition security approaches 
generally, and also as a model of relevance for other world regions.

Food Justice

Food justice is an emerging new field that addresses inequalities embedded 
in food systems, considering the “production, distribution and consump-
tion of food, and the ways that communities and social movements shape 
and are shaped by these inequalities” (Alkon 2012, 295). The food justice 
movement aims to create local food systems and green jobs in, for, and 
with marginalized communities, “exercising their right to grow, sell and eat 
food that is fresh, nutritious, affordable, culturally-appropriate and grown 
locally with care for the well-being of the land, workers and animals.”50 
According to Alkon (2012, 295), food justice research could contribute 
to social change by responding to, building upon, and helping to inspire 
grassroots movements. In her overview, Alkon (2012) provides insights into 
the origins and contributions of this field that emerged out of environmen-
tal justice, critical race theory, sustainable agriculture, and food studies. 
Among the main contributions of food justice, as seen by Alkon (2012), is 
the fact that food justice research uncovers the unexamined race and class 
privileges within the sustainable agricultural movement—with mostly white 
and middle class people being able to build alternative and self-sufficient 
food systems—thus perpetuating institutionalized racism within the agri-
cultural sector (Alkon 2012, 298). Amid the gaps and limitations are that 
within the food justice movement family farms and unprocessed food are 
idealized, neglecting a focus on those who work on farms and in the food 
industry and not addressing the exploitative power of industrial agriculture 
(Alkon 2012, 300–301). Further, there is a huge rift with regard to address-
ing gender inequalities within food systems that needs urgent attention in 
future research (Alkon 2012, 300).
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290 Lemke and Bellows

An initiative originating in the United Kingdom is the Food and Fairness 
Inquiry resulting in the report entitled Food Justice: The Report of the Food 
and Fairness Inquiry (Food Ethics Council 2010). Apart from revealing the 
extent of social injustice in the food system within the United Kingdom and 
at the global level, the report seeks to make recommendations how this can 
be addressed by pointing to the responsibilities at the levels of government, 
business, and civil society. According to this report, the food system in the 
United Kingdom faces three major challenges: (a) to ensure food security, 
domestically and globally, (b) to make production and consumption of food 
environmentally sustainable, and (c) to promote public health through food 
policy. The authors of the report argue that the food policy debate focuses 
on economic and environmental issues, whereas considerations of fairness 
and social justice are peripheral, impeding progress toward sustainable food 
and farming. The ethical framework suggested by the report considers three 
perspectives on social justice for each of the challenges mentioned above: 
“fair shares” or equality of outcome, “fair play” or equality of opportunity, 
and “fair say” or autonomy and voice (Food Ethics Council 2010, 11). The 
following key messages are outlined by this report to guide the future debate 
about food policy in order to move toward a more socially just food system 
(Food Ethics Council 2010, 18):

• Food policy is central to meeting recognized ecological sustainability 
challenges.

• Social justice issues around food are at the heart of recognized envi-
ronmental and health challenges.

• Addressing food-related social injustice mainly requires wider social 
and economic policy solutions.

• Social justice does not mean treating everyone the same.
• We need to find ways to engage people and society as a whole with 

food policy.
• To enable people to change their behavior, we need to address the 

inequalities that underpin their behavior.
• “Cheap food” is no longer a legitimate social policy objective.
• The market, including the financial market, has to work differently.
• There are limits to what can be achieved through market mechanisms, 

so we need government leadership.
• The current international trade regime presents significant obstacles to 

addressing social injustice in food and farming.
• All actors face limits to what they can achieve themselves but, for their 

commitment to social justice to be credible, they must openly support 
whatever measures are necessary, even if they are beyond their own 
capacity.

These key messages are in line with a human rights framework, empha-
sizing respect for the right to produce, obtain, and consume food in ways 
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that uphold human dignity. Further, this initiative calls for socially and envi-
ronmentally sustainable ways of obtaining healthy food through purchase, 
production, and earning, and for sustainable ways and means of research-
ing, producing, and distributing food, grounded in just, equitable, moral, 
and ethical social values.

Agroecology and Organic Agriculture

In most developing countries, smallholders perform “de facto organic 
farming” or “organic farming by default,” meaning that they do not use 
synthetic agriculture inputs or soil building practices because of reliance 
on traditional ways of farming (Scialabba 2000). This preserves the soil, 
water reserves, and biodiversity and thus provides sustainable and environ-
mentally sound strategies for farming (Gliessman 2007; Vandemeer 2011). 
Women smallholders often apply traditional farming methods and agroeco-
logical principles that are largely neglected in so-called modern commercial 
farming (Schäfer 2012). In developing countries, agroecology can provide a 
strategy for resource poor farmers, especially for the women among them, 
for enhancing food security and livelihoods in a sustainable way (Hine, 
Pretty, and Twarog 2008). As the former UN special rapporteur on the right 
to food, Olivier De Schutter, highlights, “agro-ecology can benefit women 
most, because it is they who encounter most difficulties in accessing external 
inputs or subsidies” (HRC 2010, 19). The definition of organic agriculture 
according to the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movement 
(IFOAM) in principle could apply also to agroecology.51 However, organic 
agriculture is closely connected with certification and increasingly relates 
to large-scale conventional and export-oriented farming, while agroecology 
has been closely related to local agricultural systems. According to Scialabba 
(2000, 13), “[t]he focus on certified organic products (and attendant costs 
and risks) has distracted attention on this system’s potential to contribute to 
local food security, especially in low-potential areas in developing countries. 
Market driven organic agricultural policies need to be complemented with 
organic agriculture policies that target local food security.” The potential 
of organic or agroecological farming methods for improved food security 
has also been highlighted by the IAASTD report (IAASTD 2009). As recent 
findings show, based on empirical evidence, agroecology in the medium 
or longer term can provide even larger agricultural outputs than conven-
tional agriculture (Pretty et al. 2006; Pretty, Toulmin, and Williams 2011). 
Through support of smallholder agriculture, previous knowledge systems of 
agroecological production and traditional means of sustainable livelihoods 
could be revived.

However, in a recent article by Levidow, Pimbert, and Vanloqueren 
(2014), it was acknowledged that although agroecology does provide an 
alternative to the dominant food system, it has lately been embraced by those 
who advocate the conventional agricultural system. Therefore, agroecology 
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292 Lemke and Bellows

can be seen to either “conform to” or “transform” mainstream methods. 
As the authors argue, to avoid conformity, it is important that scientists col-
laborate with farmers and that there is an exchange of knowledge between 
the two as opposed to a linear transfer from former to latter.

Sustainable Diets

The concept “sustainable diets” had first been introduced in the 1980s, 
based on the realization that the health of humans and the health of eco-
systems are inextricably linked (Gussow and Clancy 1986). Unfortunately, 
this approach was neglected in the decades to come due to the primary 
focus on increased food production in order to address world hunger 
(Burlingame 2012, 7). Only recently has there been a shift in the scientific 
and political debate on food security, as was outlined in earlier sections of 
this chapter. The former focus on production and availability of food was 
extended to issues such as more equitable access to food and adequacy 
of diets and linked to other societal challenges like health, gender equal-
ity, access to productive resources, and environmental protection (Wilkins 
2007). According to the former UN special rapporteur on the right to food, 
Olivier De Schutter (HRC 2011), existing food systems have not only failed 
to address hunger but at the same time encouraged diets that are a source 
of overweight and obesity, leading to even more deaths worldwide than 
does underweight. De Schutter calls for a transition toward sustainable 
diets that will succeed only “by supporting diverse farming systems that 
ensure that adequate diets are accessible to all, that simultaneously sup-
port the livelihoods of poor farmers and that are ecologically sustainable” 
(HRC 2011, 1).

The term “diet,” which stems from the Greek word diaita and goes back 
to Hippocrates (400 BC), means “order” or “way of living” (Jouanna 2012). 
The concept was initially understood as a model for a healthy way of life, 
with nutrition being one of several key elements (Jouanna 2012, 139). The 
term “diet,” therefore, represented a holistic concept different from how it 
is being used nowadays, that is, limited to specific nutritional requirements 
or weight reduction. The concept “sustainable diets” was only revived on a 
larger scale at the International Scientific Symposium Biodiversity and Sus-
tainable Diets: United against Hunger held in Rome in November 2010 and 
organized by FAO and Bioversity International. Findings of this conference 
were published two years later (Burlingame and Dernini 2012). Sustainable 
diets are defined as follows: “diets with low environmental impacts which 
contribute to food and nutrition security and to healthy life for present and 
future generations. Sustainable diets are protective and respectful of biodi-
versity and ecosystems, culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair 
and affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe and healthy; while optimizing 
natural and human resources” (Burlingame 2012, 7). This extended defini-
tion implies a strong participation of different actors within the agrofood 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 293

system in the preservation of existing sustainable diets and in the transfor-
mation of unsustainable, insufficient, or even harmful diets to sustainable 
ones. A mere increase of food production by increasing, for example, small-
holder farmers’ inputs is not an option in this context.

As Tim Lang stated in his keynote speech at the above FAO/Bioversity 
International scientific symposium, it is critical to clearly define sustainable 
diets through scientific and public discourse. Lang emphasizes that, besides 
the core elements of the concept “sustainability,” entailing environmen-
tal, economic, and social aspects,52 policy attention needs to be placed on 
quality of food, health, and governance, resulting in a six-headed approach 
(Lang 2012, 22).

In his report on the current agrofood system and sustainable diets, De 
Schutter (HRC 2011, 1) further makes specific reference to women as the 
principal caregivers of young children, emphasizing that women must be 
able to make informed and autonomous decisions about food and feeding, 
to ensure adequate growth, health, and development of their children.

DEMOCRATIC PARTICIPATION, GOVERNANCE, AND 
MOBILIZATION FROM CIVIL SOCIETY TOWARD MORE 
EQUITABLE FOOD SYSTEMS

The growing attention to a human right to adequate food and nutrition 
approach has moved the discussion about food and nutrition security to 
individuals’ and groups’ capacity to engage in a public dialogue around 
the definition of what constitutes “security” and how states can meet their 
obligations to realize that security progressively. The former UN special 
rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De Schutter, has pressed for atten-
tion both to the rights and voices of small farmers, highlighting that the 
women among them deserve specific attention due to their contributions 
to the food and agricultural sector, and to agroecological approaches 
employed particularly by women to achieve food and nutrition security 
(HRC 2010). De Schutter’s focus links production and food security locally 
and centers women as well as men in the governance of local food and 
nutrition systems.

Challenges for Developing Local Food Systems and 
Rural Agriculture-Based Livelihoods

Developing local food systems faces multiple challenges. Rural people and 
food producers across the urban-rural expanse, and women as a particu-
larly marginalized and violated against population among them, are often 
disconnected and alienated from the tools and traditions that might develop 
prosperous local food systems. For example, in South Africa the capacity 
of rural households to contribute to local economic development has been 
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294 Lemke and Bellows

questioned, especially as some of that population has moved away from 
agricultural production and embraced various other livelihood strategies 
(Bank 2005). Insecure land tenure and land rights, rising land costs, and 
the displacement of rural persons and groups by powerful interest groups 
through the recent phenomenon known as landgrabbing contribute to a 
rejection of rural agricultural livelihoods. Concentrated land ownership 
and control, and with it the means to produce and employ as collateral, 
is held not only by the rich in general but by men in general. Girls’ more 
limited access to education results in knowledge and traditions of training 
being more available to men than women. As was outlined in chapter 4 
of this volume, crude or uneven access to health care and choices in the 
reproductive cycle—from autonomy in marriage decisions to control over 
 fertility—impair girls’ and women’s health and productivity, impacting also 
on agricultural production.

Not all rural people are able to or want to engage in agricultural produc-
tion, whether to produce food for their own consumption, to gain an extra 
income, or as their main source of livelihood. Sometimes people have a 
desire and a need to gain access to land not with the purpose of agricultural 
production but to use it for multiple other purposes, as the following case 
study illustrates.

Case study 5.10 South Africa: the historical legacy and negative 
perceptions regarding land and farming

Smallholder agriculture in South Africa faces multiple challenges 
due to historical injustices regarding access to land and resources 
and to post-apartheid policies that failed to promote rural develop-
ment. Beginning over one hundred years ago, discriminatory policies 
uprooted black South Africans from the natural resource base form-
ing their livelihoods. Public policy forced former sharecroppers into 
rural farm wage labor, preventing the farmworkers from migrating to 
urban areas or seeking non-rural, off farm employment.53 These poli-
cies largely destroyed the tradition of subsistence farming and resulted 
in farmworkers and their families being trapped on commercial farms 
without possibilities for advancement or skills to be involved in the 
wider economy. Further, the race-based system of paternalism contin-
ues today to perpetuate the hierarchical structure that separates com-
mercial farm owners and farmworkers in isolated rural territories. 
Despite of, or because of the distorted power dynamics, farm owners 
often constitute the backbone of farm labor’s social security mecha-
nisms, from the availability of rudimentary schools to transportation 
and basic off farm communications. Laws implemented by the South 
African government that were aimed at protecting and strengthening 
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farmworkers’ rights often left farmworkers with even less security 
than before the formal end of apartheid. As documented by Atkinson 
(2007), Wegerif, Russel, and Grundling (2005), and Lemke and Jansen 
van Rensburg (2014), the 1997 implementation of minimum wages in 
the farming sector had detrimental effects on farmworkers’ available 
benefits and resources as a number of farm owners reacted by dimin-
ishing what assistance had been provided and leading to farmworkers 
evictions. Today, farmworkers belong to the most marginalized social 
groups and continue to face poverty as well as income and residential 
insecurity.54

Enduring forced agricultural labor with limited alternatives to farm 
work for basic survival has led, not surprisingly, to some degree of 
alienation from rural land-based livelihoods. This phenomenon might 
be even greater among women than among men, with women fac-
ing particular discrimination as seasonal or temporary workers, often 
without a formal contract, receiving lower salaries and being more 
vulnerable to exploitation because they have even fewer employment 
alternatives.

Building alternative local food systems in the hopes of achieving 
greater social equity as opposed to the hierarchy and paternalism 
found in many commercial and industrial farms requires knowledge, 
resources, and a commitment to rural livelihoods. In the context of 
race and economic inequality in industrial agriculture, the challenges 
have not been thoroughly examined by local food system proponents 
(Alkon 2012, 300–301). Case study research on black South African 
smallholders in the Limpopo region north of Johannesburg revealed 
difficulties in accessing markets due to lack of financial and techni-
cal support, lack of consistent production, lack of quality standards, 
and lack of knowledge on how to approach and access new markets. 
Significantly, land use was also not restricted to agricultural purposes. 
More often than a desire to develop autonomous farming ventures, 
researchers found a demand for rural land to serve residential objec-
tives, to regain access to ancestral land and graves, and to restore land 
justice.55 These observations are also confirmed by Ntsebeza and Hall 
(2007).

Global Challenges and the Need for Mobilization from 
Civil Society toward More Equitable Food Systems

Community and local food and nutrition systems are not independent from 
food trade, policy, and traditions at the national, regional, and global scales. 
Understanding any part of the larger and integrated system requires analysis of 
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296 Lemke and Bellows

how the different scales fit together and affect each other. The recent and still 
ongoing food crisis highlights yet again how intertwined the respective levels 
are and how severely an international crisis can exacerbate existing hunger 
and poverty of marginalized populations at the local level. Schuftan (2010) 
points to root causes of the global food crisis, including (a) food price inflation 
(not food shortages) caused, among other factors, by the protectionist strategy 
imposed in Europe and the United States and related subsidy payments to 
agribusiness corporations, (b) the emergence of a middle class in India and 
China that resulted in changing diets, especially increased meat consumption, 
(c) the increase of oil prices, (d) the growing demand for agrofuel, (e) water 
scarcity, (f) loss of arable land, and (g) speculation in food markets (Schuftan 
2010, 18). Godfray et al. (2010) highlight similar causes for rising food prices 
and call for multifaceted and linked global strategies to ensure sustainable and 
equitable food security. As Lahiff (2008a) states, the recent dramatic rise in 
food prices serves as a rude reminder of local dependency on dominant global 
agribusinesses for staple food needs, demonstrating that an alternative vision 
of diverse agricultural production and more resilient, less costly, and more 
environmentally sustainable options urgently needs to be developed.

Today, calls for good governance and accountability of both recipients 
of aid as well as donors are common. Terms like “development industry” 
and “job creation for the North” have been introduced, questioning the 
approach of development aid and highlighting the often concurrent loss of 
local and national self-determination.56 Several authors call for alternatives 
to previous development approaches, all of them highlighting the crucial 
and still neglected role of women for the reduction of poverty and sus-
tainable livelihoods (Calderisi 2007; Mills 2010; Seitz 2010). It has to be 
recognized, however, that a change of previous development approaches 
will also entail a shift in power dynamics and a possible economic loss of 
certain industries that have so far benefited from paternalistic and char-
ity approaches. As Schuftan (2010, 21) frames it: “Only strong popular 
pressure will enable the changes needed to eradicate hunger, malnutrition 
and poverty. Growing mobilization efforts and strong pressure from civil 
society, including labour unions, farmer and fisherfolk organizations, indig-
enous people, and women, as well as other broad-based social movements, 
are indispensable for changing the prevailing power structures and policies 
that dominate today’s decision-making.” While civil society engagement is 
crucial in order to tackle prevailing structures, it has to be acknowledged 
that civil society does not have one uniform view on how to respond to cur-
rent development approaches and, therefore, efforts to jointly discuss and 
identify the issues and common struggles and to bridge the various perspec-
tives and groups will be necessary. Prime examples of such engagement and 
discourse include the food sovereignty movement and related conferences,57 
and current activities concerned with the worldwide peasant movements 
like the seminar Human Rights Compliant and Sustainable Food Systems 
organized by FIAN International in June 2014 in Geneva.58
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The CFS lays out such processes and provides room for global gover-
nance structures that include the participation of civil society and social 
movements as well as the private sector. In the thirty-fifth session held in 
October 2009, the members of the CFS agreed to a wide-ranging reform 
that aimed to make the CFS the foremost inclusive international and inter-
governmental platform dealing with food security and nutrition and to be a 
central component in the evolving Global Partnership for Agriculture, Food 
Security and Nutrition (FAO 2009).59

Case study 5.11 Application of the human rights framework by 
grassroots and social movements in the agrarian sector

Several examples of how grassroots and social movements implement 
the human rights approach in agrarian struggles are documented by 
Monsalve Suárez (2012). Her reporting features representatives of 
grassroots and social movements working in diverse countries (e.g., 
Uganda, Honduras, Ghana, and Italy) at multiple local, national, 
and international levels. Monsalve Suárez (2012) provides in-depth 
analysis into how these groups apply the human rights framework, 
with all contributions critically reflecting upon the impact and limi-
tations that the application of a human rights framework has had 
for the advancement of rural peoples. In the case of Uganda, an 
indigenous community had been violently evicted from their land 
without receiving compensation. As an alternative strategy of resis-
tance, the community chose to employ a human rights framework 
to advocate for redress and restitution of the right of tenure on their 
land rather than to engage in violent protest or armed struggle. This 
included an advocacy campaign that has moved from the local to 
the international level and that has helped to make their case heard. 
Further, a civil suit against the government and a foreign investor 
has been filed. According to the leader of this grassroots movement, 
Peter Baleke Kayiira (quoted in Monsalve Suárez 2012), applying 
a human rights framework has been a peaceful, democratic, and 
 people-centered process that has helped to build confidence among 
the community, to find allies, and to spread the campaign, making the 
community stronger. On the other hand, Kayiira states that among 
the biggest limitations of the human rights framework is the fact 
that the local constituent rights holders are not aware of their rights 
due to illiteracy, lack of information, and poverty, resulting in apa-
thy and dependency on the powerful. Also, this approach is largely 
dependent on the political situation of a country and might not be 
successful in dictatorial or pseudodemocratic regimes. Resisting 
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298 Lemke and Bellows

oppression and injustice often leads to detention and other conse-
quences that can severely impact the socioeconomic situation of the 
rights claimants and the community. Slow government response to 
the redress and restitution demands is another limitation, requiring 
perseverance (Monsalve Suárez 2012, 15–20). As is concluded by 
the leader of this movement, despite all of these limitations, “the 
rights-based approach is an option to influence change in a peaceful 
and civilized manner. Furthermore the success of an oppressed group 
in one corner of the world can be shared to command the success 
of another oppressed group in another corner of the world” (Peter 
Baleke Kayiira, quoted in Monsalve Suárez 2012, 20).

In another account from Monsalve Suárez’ (2012) collection from 
grassroots movements, the Honduran journalist Sandra Maribel Sán-
chez documents how poor landless women who are single mothers 
have applied a human rights framework to reclaim a piece of state land 
through claims of violations of their right to adequate food and nutri-
tion. This case illustrates how the human rights framework served to 
support marginalized rural women in their struggle for emancipation, 
both with regard to the state and also vis-à-vis male-dominated peas-
ant organizations.60

Case study 5.12 FAO Right to Food Guidelines and application 
by civil society

The FAO Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realiza-
tion of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of National Food 
Security (2005; hereinafter known as Right to Food Guidelines) was 
designed to support the national implementation of the right to ade-
quate food and nutrition through the development of methods and 
instruments to assist states parties and other actors in establishing 
food security baselines and measuring progress (or lack thereof) by 
the state in meeting its treaty obligations for the right to adequate 
food and nutrition (see also chapter 1 of this volume). By referring 
to “stakeholders” (plural), the Right to Food Guidelines addresses 
and invites civil society and, for that matter, the private sector to par-
ticipate democratically in the governance processes of assessing state 
progress and making recommendations for change. The 2005 FAO 
text includes nineteen elaborated guidelines for evaluating national 
state progress on the right to adequate food and nutrition. Several 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 299

of these guidelines make specific references to gender, women, and 
promoting participation in the context of self-determination, human 
dignity, and freedom, for example:

• Women’s involvement and participation in programs for poverty 
reduction and nutrition (guideline 7.4)

• Highlighting the benefits of local food production on women’s 
incomes (guideline 8.4)

• Promoting women’s full and equal participation in the economy 
and promoting gender sensitive legislation with regard to access 
to land, property, and other productive resources (credit, land, 
water, technology, etc.) (guideline 8.6)

• In case food assistance is needed, highlighting women’s access 
to it as a way to enhance their decision-making power and to 
ensure that food is used to meet food requirements of all house-
hold members (guideline 13.4).

With support from and in collaboration with the German devel-
opment organization Welthungerhilfe, the NGO FIAN International 
published the workbook Screen State Action Against Hunger! How 
to Use the Voluntary Guidelines on the Right to Food to Monitor 
Public Policy (Suárez Franco and Ratjen 2007). As stated in the title, 
FIAN International’s publication encourages CSOs to frame their 
specific issues in human rights terms (i.e., as human rights violations 
wherein the national state has not respected, protected, or fulfilled 
people’s rights as iterated among the nineteen guidelines in the Right 
to Food Guidelines; Suárez Franco and Ratjen 2007, 16–18). Under 
guideline number 10, “Nutrition,” for example, a question to test is: 
“Do State policies include programmes or projects aimed at confront-
ing the different nutritional problems of the various social groups?” 
(Suárez Franco and Ratjen 2007, 39). FIAN International then pro-
poses the following approaches that a CSO might find relevant to its 
own situation:

• Are there special programs to detect the nutritional prob-
lems of the most vulnerable groups and the causes of these 
problems?

• Are there information systems that register disaggregated data, 
thus providing the responsible authorities with an overview of 
the nutritional problems of the different population groups and 
regions?

• Are programs being carried out to solve the causes of inadequate 
nutrition among the most vulnerable groups?
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300 Lemke and Bellows

Democratizing food and nutrition systems requires participation by all, 
most especially those traditionally and particularly marginalized, such as 
women, in food and nutrition governance systems with the objective of 
building empowered self-determination.

Social Protection: State’s Obligations to Fulfill the Right to 
Adequate Food and Nutrition

Throughout this chapter we emphasize that the ultimate goal of food and 
nutrition security policies and programs is to achieve increased autonomy, 
strengthen self-reliance, and improve access to resources for the poor. It 
must be recognized, however, that people who have limited self-help capac-
ity might not be reached. As was illustrated in previous sections of this chap-
ter on food justice research and challenges for developing local food systems 
and rural agriculture-based livelihoods, we cannot limit the discussion to 
building local and sustainable food systems. Large sections of the society 
have either no or limited access to such initiatives, due to various reasons. 
Social protection for those who are marginalized, therefore, remains neces-
sary. This does not, however, conflict with the application of a human rights 
framework that strives for local solutions and local governance, as long 
as social security programs are integrated into and aimed at strengthening 
local economies. This would have the added benefit of achieving more sus-
tainable impacts instead of short term solutions.

According to De Schutter (2009) writing in the context of the 2008 global 
food crisis when food prices were increasing and people were not able to 
afford food, social protection programs, for example in the form of food 
vouchers, cash transfers, or employment guarantees, could have eased the 
situation. As De Schutter elaborates in his 2012 report to the UN Human 
Rights Council (HRC) Women’s Right and the Right to Food, “[t]he right to 
social security as guaranteed under the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights, includes access to health care; benefits and ser-
vices to persons without work-related income due to sickness, disability, 
maternity, employment injury, unemployment, old age or death of a family 
member, including contributory or non-contributory pensions for all older 
persons; family and child support sufficient to cover food, clothing, housing, 
water and sanitation; survivor and orphan benefits” (HRC 2012, 10).

De Schutter (HRC 2012) further highlights the specific situation of 
women, noting that they are often not considered in the design and imple-
mentation of social protection programs. Such programs may also reinforce 
gender stereotyped roles if women’s identity in need is limited to “mothers” 
and “caregivers.”61

Further, currently not enough importance is given to the recognition, 
reduction, and redistribution of women’s unpaid care work. Unpaid care, 
which is for the most part invisible within development policy, refers to 
“meeting the material and/or developmental and emotional needs of one or 
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more other people through a direct relationship” (IDS 2013, 1). The former 
UN special rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, Magdalena 
Sepúlveda Carmona, states that unequal care obligations are a considerable 
hindrance to gender inequality and, consequentially, often subject women 
to a life of poverty (UN General Assembly, 2013). Sepúlveda Carmona con-
cludes that state policies should be introduced that classify care as a respon-
sibility of the collective, not the individual.

Another barrier to women’s participation in some social protection pro-
grams are the cultural norms that limit their mobility, for example, making 
it impossible for them to leave the house (for meetings, trainings, etc.), as is 
often part of compliance with the conditionalities of these programs.

Social protection programs, as necessary for situations wherein not every-
one can afford adequate food for a healthy life, can also help stimulate local 
food and nutrition economies if properly designed (Godfray et al. 2010). The 
following case study illustrates the example of how the Programa Nacio-
nal de Alimentação Escolar (National School Feeding Program) in Brazil is 
linked to food purchasing from smallholder and traditionally marginalized 
farmers (e.g., indigenous and Quilombola), thereby increasing demand for 
their products and reducing normal farmer risks.62

Case study 5.13 Brazil: the National School Feeding Program

The case of the National School Feeding Program in Brazil provides 
an example of how social protection programs can be translated 
into practice through participation of civil society in the monitor-
ing of the program implementation and linking access to food with 
the promotion of local food production networks. According to 
the 2009 legal framework of this program, 30 percent of the food 
products used for school feeding should be supplied either by local 
farmers, indigenous and/or Quilombola organizations, or agrarian 
reform settlements; all entities that had historically been economi-
cally marginalized and specifically excluded from public procure-
ment for school feeding.63 The program seeks further to include 
small-scale farmers in local school feeding councils, magnifying the 
program benefits to democratizing the development of local food 
and nutrition policy, promoting local production and consumption, 
respecting regional eating habits, and generating jobs and income. 
The program also prioritizes organic and agroecological models of 
food production, which is in line with the right to adequate food and 
nutrition and a sustainable global food system as recommended by 
De Schutter (HRC 2009).

There is one particular drawback: namely, that female farmers 
and their participation in local food production are not specifically 
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302 Lemke and Bellows

mentioned in the National School Feeding Program. In fact Brazil 
has a separate non-school feeding-related program that promotes 
women farmers. Unfortunately, as of this writing, they are not 
linked. A gender differentiated analysis of progress on the exist-
ing National School Feeding Program could provide insights into 
whether female farmers are reached and, if not, what the barri-
ers are that prevent their inclusion in the National School Feeding 
Program.64

A PhD thesis investigated the realization and perception of the 
human right to adequate food and nutrition within the school 
 feeding program in Quilombola communities. Findings reveal 
both that a violation of the right to adequate food and nutrition 
was made by the regional judiciary branch which led to a lack of 
food in the school and that duty bearers and operators of recourse 
mechanisms dealt with the violation inadequately in part because 
they did not understand their roles and obligations under national 
and international laws pertaining to the right to adequate food and 
nutrition. Dissemination of information on rights, available recourse 
mechanisms, and duty bearers’ related obligations are critical for the 
enforceability of the right to adequate food and nutrition. Address-
ing dissemination of same was a primary recommendation of this 
part of the study (Viana and Bellows 2014). This study provides 
further insights into whether and how the National School Feeding 
Program can be implemented into practice to realize progressively 
the right to adequate food and nutrition and what are its achieve-
ments, challenges, and limitations.

Case study 5.14 South Africa: social protection gaps in the 
agricultural sector?

Another example where social protection is urgently required is the 
previously mentioned case of South African farmworkers. Despite 
recently implemented laws that were aimed at protecting and strength-
ening their rights, the outcome was often unintended detrimental 
effects and farmworkers left with even less security. Farmworkers are, 
in most cases, not in a position to claim their rights due to weak orga-
nization and a lack of unions, their remote and isolated setting, and 
a lack of education and access to information (Lemke and Jansen van 
Rensburg 2014; see also Devereux and Solomon 2011; Human Rights 
Watch 2011). Here, the state is called upon to provide protective 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 303

social measures, the focus of which cannot be limited to working con-
ditions and labor issues. Social protection for rural farmworkers must 
be expanded to include adequate housing, health care, transportation, 
and communication, as well as other services that are usually inad-
equate on commercial farms.65

Strengthening Women as Actors

To mobilize women as actors in the governance of food systems, a trans-
formation is urgently needed in research and programming that will 
strengthen resources and coping strategies available to women. As Schäfer 
(2012) argues, such an effort requires micro-level, in-depth research at 
community and household levels to provide insight into the conditions 
necessary for stability and success in women’s livelihoods. As has been 
highlighted in the section of this chapter entitled “The need for a systems 
approach and gender perspective for addressing the right to adequate food 
and nutrition,” methodologies as they are still often used to date do not 
capture and analyze the challenges faced and the strategies and capabilities 
employed by women—especially poor women—and, therefore, provide no 
reporting that might leverage policy and programs to improve women’s 
and their families’ food and nutrition security status. The fact that women 
are able to mobilize various economic and social resources and actively 
participate in processes of social transformation needs to be better recog-
nized, as has, for example, been shown by Guyer (1991). Schäfer (2012) 
further points to the great value of interdisciplinary networks, especially 
among female researchers in Southern Africa. These networks, which are 
characterized by strong practical application and policy orientation, could 
provide important starting points for a reorientation of research programs. 
In this regard, as we argue throughout this volume, research approaches 
that recognize marginalized people as actors and rights holders instead of 
passive beneficiaries, in line with a human rights framework, can contrib-
ute considerably to this pressing need for change in research methods. Such 
a shift will take time and must engage inclusive approaches that involve 
local institutions, the community, and importantly, male community mem-
bers instead of focusing on women alone to overcome the multiple barriers 
that especially women experience when attempting to claim and achieve 
their rights.

The following set of case studies, supported through the Dutch Govern-
ment’s MDG3 Fund: Investing in Equality (hereinafter, MDG3 Fund), illus-
trates initiatives that work toward ending social discrimination and rights 
injustices toward women and demonstrate how they can induce changes in 
women’s lives and their communities.66
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304 Lemke and Bellows

Case study 5.15 Using law for rural women’s empowerment 
in West Africa: Women in Law and Development in Africa 
(WiLDAF)67

Rural women in West Africa, especially those with limited formal 
educational experience, are often not well-informed about their legal 
rights and about how to purchase or lease land in an economic and 
social environment that is often dominated by men. Studies revealed 
that women mostly enter into oral land transactions and fail to reg-
ister their land. Most women do not inherit land but gain access 
via marriage. Additionally, violence against women by in-laws is a 
barrier for women to take up their rights. In West Africa, the orga-
nization Women in Law and Development in Africa (WiLDAF) is 
reaching out to women farmers to educate them about their rights. 
Rural women are assisted in cases of violence and family disputes 
that research shows are often related to inheritance issues. WiLDAF 
also works with local authorities toward allocating land to rural 
women so that they can gain full ownership. To ensure that there is 
a working legal framework to promote gender equal access to land, 
WiLDAF undertakes legal education to support the ratification and 
implementation of the Protocol to the African Charter on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (ACHPR 
2003). Through support of the MDG3 Fund, WiLDAF is training 
250 women in farmers’ organizations in five West African countries 
(i.e., Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, and Togo) on how to 
change gender inequalities, particularly on issues of land inheritance 
and access to resources and economic opportunities. This includes 
training of paralegals to work with women farmers to understand 
the law. WiLDAF aims to involve communities and to include men in 
the fight to end violence.

Case study 5.16 Mobilizing poor working women for economic 
equality: Women in Informal Employment Globalization and 
Organizing (WIEGO)68

Women in Informal Employment Globalization and Organizing 
(WIEGO) does not see women as an investment, as is being promoted 
by the World Bank, but regards women as the backbone of the so-
called informal work force that sustains the livelihoods of millions of 
poor families and communities. WIEGO aims to support poor women 
by ensuring that they are informed and can thus mobilize around 
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Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 305

their human rights to security, safety, and fair incomes. Through the 
MDG3 Fund, WIEGO was able to assist women informal workers 
in Asia, Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, and Central and 
Eastern Europe, applying a human rights framework and holistic 
approach to economic equality projects that involve domestic work-
ers, street vendors, waste pickers, construction workers, garment 
workers, smallholder farmers, and transport workers. Women work-
ing in these sectors often receive little social or legal recognition and 
are among those hit hardest by economic crises. The long-term vision 
of WIEGO is to achieve democratic organizations in all sectors of the 
informal economy and, through these organizations, to ensure women 
acquire visibility, voice, and power. According to WIEGO, policy and 
donors need to listen and learn from women’s informal organizations 
if appropriate policy agendas are to be set. One example of success in 
2010 and 2011 was that domestic workers were supported to form 
their own network and social mobilizations by providing technical 
support, strategic advice, research, capacity building, and fundrais-
ing assistance. This enabled domestic workers to represent themselves 
in policy fora and to fight for their rights toward decent working 
conditions.

Case study 5.17 Building feminist democracy in Mesoamerica: 
Just Associates (JASS)69

Just Associates (JASS) works globally to strengthen women’s voice, 
visibility, and collective organizing power. They do so by support-
ing women to take leadership roles to fight for their rights, whether 
working toward economic democracy or fighting gender-based vio-
lence (GBV) or political repression. It is crucial for this work to 
build cross-national alliances and to make known GBV. The MDG3 
Fund supports the work of JASS to strengthen the participation of 
marginalized women in three regions and twenty-four countries. In 
Mesoamerica (i.e., Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, 
Mexico, Nicaragua, and Panama), for example, JASS has worked 
with the support of the MDG3 Fund and other strategic alliances 
to offer capacity-building programs and networking, solidarity out-
reach through immediate responses to emergency situations and 
longer term support, and consciousness raising through radio and 
online social media. For instance, the feminist political program, 
Observatorio/Women Crossing the Line, is working with Feminist 
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306 Lemke and Bellows

International Radio Endeavor (FIRE) to reinforce women’s transfor-
mative roles and local actions in struggles across Mesoamerica. This 
is supported through the newsletter and radio program “La Petatera” 
to ensure that, through radio and social networks, women’s voices 
are heard across countries. A key objective of these activities is to 
identify, bear witness to, and stop diverse kinds of violence against 
women from domestic, to workplace, to the multiple threats faced by 
women human rights defenders. JASS promotes connections among 
grassroots and local-to-global organizations, among these the Nobel 
Women’s Initiative, that respond to women’s demands for the imme-
diate cessation of violence against them.

The Masculinity Crisis and the Need to Integrate Men

If women’s social and economic positions change, the consequence is that 
this will also affect men’s position and their self-image. On the one hand, if 
women take on a more prominent position within the household as a result of 
pursuing an education, earning an income, or gaining access to resources, this 
can lead to increased decision-making power and to a reduction of domes-
tic violence (Kabeer 2001, 2005a). On the other hand, increased economic 
independence of women may have the unintended effect that their male part-
ners or other male household members perceive this as a threat to their mas-
culinity with the consequence that women’s greater economic independence 
has sometimes led to GBV.70 This has, for example, been documented by the 
NGO Brot für die Welt (Bread for the World) in their case studies of good 
practices in gender mainstreaming (Brot für die Welt 2009), and also by a 
recent report on analyzing gender roles in forest management (Colfer 2013).

In South Africa, the alarmingly high incidence of violence against women, 
both outside and inside their homes, is seen as a result of a patriarchal soci-
ety and was explained by Bank (1994) as indicative of a crisis of African 
masculinity. As was pointed out earlier in this chapter, socially marginalized 
men, especially younger men, may resort to violence due to their experience 
of male hierarchies, exploitation, and violence. Schäfer (2012) argues that 
men have to be integrated much more strongly into transformative eco-
nomic and social processes. The reason that this is often not pursued is 
that many traditional societies do not recognize shifts in male self-image or 
traditional roles. In academic circles, masculinity research has been largely 
neglected and is only slowly being accepted. This reinforces the status quo 
of many (male) development and agricultural experts focusing primarily on 
feasibility and technical solutions and having no training in assessing the 
role of men (including themselves) in perpetuating male control over social, 
political, and economic resources (Schäfer 2012, xi).
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Case study 5.18 Men speak out against violence against women

A national initiative that aims specifically to address men is the South 
African NGO Sonke Gender Justice Network.71 Founded in 2006 by 
two men who had been activists in the antiapartheid struggle, the 
Sonke Gender Justice Network speaks out against all forms of vio-
lence against women. The goal of this initiative is to reinstate healthy 
social structures by promoting the need for positive male role models 
and establishing partnerships between men and women that are based 
on mutual respect and equality. The Sonke Gender Justice Network 
works across Africa and has linked up with the international move-
ment MenEngage.

MenEngage was founded in 2004 and is a global alliance of more 
than four hundred NGOs from sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America 
and the Caribbean, North America, Asia, and Europe, as well as UN 
agencies that seek to engage boys and men to achieve gender equality. 
MenEngage promotes public health and strategies to reduce violence 
at the global level and addresses the structural barriers to achieving 
gender equality.72 MenEngage set out to work toward the fulfilment of 
the MDGs, with a particular focus on achieving gender equality (MDG 
3). Among their activities are information sharing, joint training activ-
ities, and national, regional, and international advocacy campaigns. 
It is encouraging to see the rise of such men-initiated movements as 
this compounds the message of existing women-led movements and 
increases the likelihood that the movements’ antiviolence message will 
be heard.

More such initiatives are urgently needed to address underlying causes 
of GBV and to change perceptions in society at large. Nevertheless, this 
will require time (Ichaporia and Lawes 2013). Traumatized women still 
have minimal and yet slowly increasing infrastructure to protect them when 
reporting attacks. The media are increasingly willing to report such cases, 
although they too often sensationalize rape instead of imbuing an abomina-
tion of the crime. One horrific rape case that had led to the death of a young 
Indian woman mobilized grassroots support and ignited the global cam-
paign One Billion Rising (OBR; Smallhorne 2013, 37). As several activists 
and academics express in Smallhorne’s Mail & Guardian article, campaigns 
such as OBR can raise awareness and mobilize broader participation of citi-
zens who are already committed to ending GBV, but these campaigns need 
to be supported by local and national government initiatives and flanked 
by measures that are embedded in long-term educational strategies, starting 
from an early age and teaching children about gender equality. Smallhorne 
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308 Lemke and Bellows

(2013, 37) suggests that acceptance of GBV is learned and compares it to 
the acceptance of slavery as a normal and, indeed, crucial pillar of many 
European economies until the nineteenth century: “Violence against women 
is another ancient, entrenched practice . . . ardent, consistent, stubborn and 
organized campaigning pushed society to a cusp. Suddenly it was accept-
able, even fashionable, for people to support abolition [of slavery].” Simi-
larly, sanctioned and ignored violence against women is a learned social 
construction that can and must be unlearned.

Another recent global campaign that publicly raised awareness of gender-
based discrimination was the social movement Kurdish Men for Gender 
Equality.73 An Iranian court punished a man by making him wear traditional 
Kurdish women’s clothes in public, perceiving it as a degradation to a man 
to be displayed as a woman. To protest against this form of discrimination, 
Kurdish men dressed in women’s clothes and posted their photos on Face-
book, making strong statements against patriarchy. This movement received 
solidarity from women and men in other parts of Kurdistan, Europe, and 
the United States.74 What was especially inspiring about this movement was 
that men started it. As a Kurdish woman, quoted in an article by Dilar Dirik 
published online in 2013 on the website of The Kurdistan Tribune, puts it: 
“This action is very meaningful and powerful, because it was started by 
men who stand up for women’s rights. This illustrates that women’s rights 
is a societal phenomenon that involves all of society, not just women. These 
men . . . don’t just mentally stand up for women’s rights, but do so literally 
in a physical sense . . . different population groups are active in demanding 
women’s liberation; it is not just an issue that concerns intellectual elitist 
circles. Feminism can very well root in the broader community.”75

Examples of Good Practice Integrating Both Men  
and Women into Rural Development Programs

Some development programs might reconsider focusing on women in isola-
tion from men. Brot für die Welt (Bread for the World) provides cases of 
good practice in gender mainstreaming from four continents (Brot für die 
Welt 2009). These case studies especially highlight the inclusion of both 
women and men into such programs to be successful and sustainable. The 
following two case studies illustrate how gender sensitive development proj-
ects can work to the benefit of both men and women.

Case study 5.19 PROMESA: a promise for poor farmers and 
indigenous communities in Panama

PROMESA stands for Programa de Ministerio y Educación Social 
and means, literally translated, “promise.” PROMESA sees gender 
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equality as a condition for social justice and environmental sus-
tainability. The organization, established in 1989 by the Episcopal 
Church of Panama, promotes sustainable farming, food security, and 
gender equality among Panama’s peasant and indigenous commu-
nities. According to PROMESA, the fact that sustainable farming 
courses went beyond practical training was crucial to the success of 
the gender strategy. Training courses applied a “farmer-to-farmer” 
methodology that provides a space where social, economic, and 
environmental issues can be considered. A significant step was that 
masculinity workshops were held at PROMESA, carried out by the 
Costa Rican organization Instituto WEM—Instituto Costarricense 
para la Acción, Educación e Investigación de la Masculinidad, 
Pareja y Sexualidad (Costa Rican Institute for Action, Education 
and Research on Masculinity, Partnership and Sexuality) that offers 
these workshops throughout Central America. The workshops con-
tributed to the examination and discussion of established male ste-
reotypes in different areas of work and life and demonstrated to men 
that, by changing stereotypical roles, they could expect an easing of 
their own responsibilities and an improved quality of life. Despite 
challenges, many advances have been made. The report by Brot für 
die Welt (2009) describes, for example, how among farming groups 
the division of labor between women and men and the decision- 
making power within families have shifted, with women working in 
the fields and men also taking care of cooking and looking after chil-
dren. Women further have gained self-confidence, whereas men have 
relinquished some of the burden of responsibility. Decision-making, 
both within the family and at the producer organization level, is 
based on more equal participation of men and women, thereby 
strengthening the community’s social cohesion. Whereas both male 
and female farmers confirm that domestic and other violence against 
women remain a major problem at the local and national levels, 
there are no known cases of violence within the producer groups 
which could be due to their in-depth examination of gender roles 
and processes of social change.

Case study 5.20 Equipo Mujeres en Acción (EMAS):  
a Mexican women’s organization integrating men

The Equipo Mujeres en Acción Solidaria (EMAS; Team Women in Sol-
idarity Action) is a women’s organization in the state of Michoacán, 
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310 Lemke and Bellows

Mexico, that works on health, farming, and human rights. EMAS 
has developed two programs: “Sustainable Local Development with 
a Gender Perspective” and “Influencing Local Politics and Further-
ing the Exercise of Women’s Political and Civil Rights.” For EMAS, 
gender justice is a prerequisite for a functioning democracy. In order 
to facilitate gender equality, EMAS began its work in the area of sus-
tainable farming and food sovereignty with a consistent focus on gen-
der and by involving men as a target group in projects. In this case 
study, men and women discuss the existing balance and dynamic of 
power and speak out on topics such as domestic violence, the right 
of women to be masters of their own bodies, and fairer distribu-
tion of household tasks. Among the positive changes noted are that 
women have more self-confidence and are able to work as promoters 
within their communities and families, whereas men are more aware 
of the significant contribution made by women in the home and on 
the land through their increasing involvement in project work. There 
is an increasing involvement and interest among women and men 
in the development of and the decisions being made in their com-
munities and towns. EMAS acknowledges, however, that a variety 
of factors have a negative effect on the implementation of the gender 
approach, among them machismo, social conservatism, poverty, and 
people’s lack of trust in their own experience and local knowledge. 
In addition to these barriers, public politics show little concern either 
for the rural areas or for the implementation of a gender approach. 
Further, team members are influenced by traditional gender stereo-
types and breaking away from these stereotypes, they report, poses 
the same challenges for them as for any other women and men (Brot 
für die Welt 2009).

INITIATIVES FOR MAINSTREAMING GENDER IN RIGHT  
TO ADEQUATE FOOD AND NUTRITION WORK

This section presents some recent initiatives and reports related to the con-
cepts previously outlined in this chapter. The list is not meant to be inclusive 
but rather introductory.76

Center for Women’s Global Leadership (CWGL)

Founded in 1989 and located in the School of Arts and Sciences at Rutgers 
University, the Center for Women’s Global Leadership (CWGL) consists pri-
marily of an academic center, but also functions as an NGO in consultative 
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status with ECOSOC.77 The center works globally to enhance and support 
women’s leadership in regards to social justice and human rights by improv-
ing women’s economic and social rights within a feminist context, advocat-
ing the eradication of GBV and ensuring policy reformation, both nationally 
and internationally, in regards to the global women’s movement through 
coalition formation and capacity expansion. Its vision is of “a world in 
which all people are equal and gender equality is systemically realized by the 
achievement of human rights for all.”78

In 2011, CWGL organized a two-day consultation on gender and the 
right to food, the main premise being to contribute to the work being con-
ducted on gender equality by the former UN special rapporteur on the right 
to food, Olivier De Schutter (CWGL 2011). The central foci of this meeting 
were (a) economic policy conformity with right to food obligations through 
a feminist lens and (b) the relationship between regulatory objectives and 
human rights realization (CWGL 2011). The main topics discussed included 
the gendered dimensions of international trade and the right to food and 
gender equality in regards to fiscal policy, food prices, and financialization. 
In their recommendations to states, participants of this consultation high-
lighted (a) the need for trade policy to recognize the right to food and the 
rights of women, (b) the need for gender equality within fiscal policy design, 
subsidies and taxation, and entitlement programs, and (c) the importance 
of identifying gendered dimensions in terms of price volatility and food 
reserves (CWGL 2011).

Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID)

The Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID) began in 1982 
as an international, feminist organization working to strengthen the influ-
ence of women’s rights through capacity building, advocacy, knowledge 
creation, information sharing, and strategic alliances and meetings.79 Via 
dynamic networks of women and men around the world, AWID seeks to 
achieve gender equality and sustainable development as well as effectively 
advance the rights of women. AWID consists of various members, among 
them researchers, academics, students, educators, activists, business peo-
ple, policy makers, development practitioners, and funders. The mission of 
AWID is: “strengthening our collective voice, impact and influence to trans-
form structures of power and decision-making and advance human rights, 
gender justice and environmental sustainability.”80

Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook

The Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook (World Bank, FAO, and IFAD 2009) 
is a joint project of the World Bank, FAO, and IFAD. It is compiled by over 
one hundred experts from these organizations as well as external advisers 
and reviewers. The sourcebook provides a comprehensive overview of the 
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312 Lemke and Bellows

crucial role gender equality plays for agricultural development, sustainable 
livelihoods, and the attainment of the MDGs. A holistic approach is applied, 
which is (a) attempting to bridge the gap between macro- and micro-level 
analysis, (b) placing emphasis on strengths and opportunities rather than 
on needs and weaknesses, and (c) paying attention to context specific cir-
cumstances and heterogeneity among the poor. The Gender in Agriculture 
Sourcebook adopts the SLA to explore sustainable livelihoods through a 
gender lens. Specific emphasis is placed on selected elements of the SLA, 
capturing gender inequalities within these areas and conceptualizing sus-
tainable livelihoods as influenced by: (a) access to and control over assets, 
(b) access to markets, (c) access to information and organization, and (d) 
effective management of risk and vulnerability as well as by the interaction 
of these factors with policies and institutions at the global, national, and 
local levels (World Bank, FAO, and IFAD 2009, 4–6).

Landesa Center for Women’s Land Rights

The organization Landesa Rural Development Institute (Landesa) launched 
the Center for Women’s Land Rights in 2009 to address the challenges 
of women’s unequal access to resources, especially land, and to unite the 
global community in support of women’s land rights.81 The center provides 
resources and training with regard to land rights for women. It further aims 
to (a) connect policymakers, researchers, and practitioners from around the 
world, (b) educate development experts about the gap between customary 
and institutional law to ensure that these issues are addressed in Landesa’s 
projects, and (c) pilot innovative solutions to women’s lack of secure land 
rights.

Inter Press Service (IPS) MDG3 Project “Communicating for 
Change: Voice, Visibility and Impact for Gender Equality”

The Inter Press Service (IPS) News Agency “is an international communica-
tion institution with a global news agency at its core, raising the voices of 
the South and civil society on issues of development, globalization, human 
rights and the environment.”82 Through its program IPS—Communicating 
MDG3, funded by the Dutch Government’s MDG3 Fund and started in 
2009, IPS seeks to promote the visibility and voice of women in the news 
through the application of a gender and human rights perspective. The pub-
lication “Communicating for Change: Voice, Visibility and Impact for Gen-
der Equality—Summary and Highlights” (IPS—Communicating MDG3 
2012) documents how IPS uses its media networks to reveal stories of wom-
en’s struggles and empowerment. Case studies illustrate how the MDG3 
Fund has helped women’s organizations fight to overcome violence against 
women, gain political and economic independence, fight for land rights, 
and become more involved in public decision-making.83 A core objective 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 313

of the IPS—Communicating MDG3 project is to produce news contents 
for distribution through diverse multimedia platforms and to promote the 
representation of women in the media. Among the outcomes was that cov-
erage by female reporters increased dramatically (IPS—Communicating 
MDG32012, 6).

Nobel Women’s Initiative

The Nobel Women’s Initiative was established in 2006 by Nobel Peace Prize 
laureates Jody Williams (United States), Shirin Ebadi (Iran), the late profes-
sor Wangari Maathai (Kenya), Rigoberta Menchú Tum (Guatemala), Betty 
Williams (Northern Ireland), and Mairead Maguire (Northern Ireland).84 
These six women, who represented North and South America, Europe, the 
Middle East, and Africa, decided to work together for peace with justice and 
equality. Nobel Peace Prize laureates Aung San Suu Kyi (Burma) became 
an honorary member in 2011 following her release from house arrest, and 
Leymah Gbowee (Liberia) and Tawakkol Karman (Yemen) joined the Nobel 
Women’s Initiative in 2012. In more than 110 years only fifteen women have 
been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. The Nobel Women’s Initiative is aimed 
at strengthening women’s rights around the world, using the prestige of the 
Nobel Peace Prize and their laureates to expand the visibility of women 
working in countries around the world for peace, justice, and equality. There 
are three programs, namely: “Women Forging Peace,” “Women Advancing 
Equality and Human Rights,” and “Women Achieving Justice.” According 
to the Nobel Women’s Initiative, peace is not the absence of armed conflict 
but is “the commitment to equality and justice; a democratic world free of 
physical, economic, cultural, political, religious, sexual and environmental 
violence and the constant threat of these forms of violence against women, 
indeed against all of humanity.”85

UN Women

In July 2010, the new UN Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment 
of Women, or UN Women for short, was established to advance the rights 
of women worldwide.86 This initiative brought together four separate UN 
organizations under one roof: the Division for the Advancement of Women 
(DAW), the International Research and Training Institute for the Advance-
ment of Women (INSTRAW), the Office of the Special Adviser on Gender 
Issues and Advancement of Women (OSAGI), and the UN Development 
Fund for Women (UNIFEM).

In September 2010, Oxfam and the Voluntary Services Overseas (VSO) 
UK, with support of the Gender and Development Network (GADN), com-
missioned a global civil society survey on UN Women among one hundred 
CSOs, including grassroots and women’s rights organizations from seventy-
five countries. The aim was to capture the needs, aspirations, and concerns 
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314 Lemke and Bellows

of women’s rights advocates and their organizations at country level with 
regard to the future operations of UN Women. Among the key recommen-
dations of this survey were, first and foremost, to take action against all 
forms of violence against women (VAW), to focus on the empowerment of 
rural women who are least aware of their rights and who have the fewest 
resources and the least access to services, and to collaborate with CSOs as 
genuine partners by including them in the political processes of their coun-
tries, among other measures (Rosche 2011).

UN Women released their first report in 2014 entitled World Survey on 
the Role of Women in Development 2014: Gender Equality and Sustainable 
Development (UN Women 2014). The report addresses, among other issues, 
gender equality in regards to sustainable development, the green economy 
and care, food security, and the population agenda.

The World’s Women Reports

The World’s Women reports are produced by the UN Statistics Division of 
the UN Department for Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) every five 
years, starting in 1990.87 The World’s Women 2010 report (UNDESA 2010) 
is organized into eight chapters that highlight the current situation of both 
women and men worldwide. The chapters are: (1) population and families, 
(2) health, (3) education, (4) work, (5) power and decision-making, (6) vio-
lence against women, (7) environment, and (8) poverty. While the World’s 
Women 2010 report states that an increase in the availability of gender 
statistics over the previous ten years can be observed, it also highlights that 
increasing the capacity to produce reliable, accurate, and timely statistics, in 
particular gender statistics, remains a formidable challenge for many coun-
tries. The latest report was released in 2015 (UNDESA 2015).

MenEngage

The global alliance MenEngage, which was founded in 2004, comprises 
more than four hundred NGOs from sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America 
and the Caribbean, North America, Asia, and Europe, as well as UN agen-
cies.88 Mentioned earlier in this chapter but expanded upon here because 
of its importance as a transformative initiative, MenEngage seeks to 
involve boys and men in programs to advance gender equality by promot-
ing health and reducing violence at the global level, including questioning 
the structural barriers to achieving gender equality. Diverse activities, from 
dissemination of information to offering training and initiating advocacy 
campaigns, form part of the work of this initiative. MenEngage seeks to 
act as a collective voice to promote a global movement of men and boys 
engaged in and working toward gender equality and questioning violence 
and non-equitable versions of manhood. International Steering Commit-
tee members include the Sonke Gender Justice Network (South Africa; 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Foregrounding Women in Food Systems 315

co-chair), Promundo (Brazil; co-chair), the international organization 
Engender Health, Family Violence Prevention Fund (United States), Inter-
national Center for Research on Women (ICRW), International Planned 
Parenthood Federation (IPPF), Men’s Resources International (United 
States), Salud y Género (Health and Gender, Mexico), Save the Children 
(Sweden), SAHAYOG (India), the global White Ribbon Campaign, and 
also WHO, UNDP, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), and 
UNIFEM.89

Women and the Right to Livelihoods

The global network Women and the Right to Livelihoods was founded in 
2009 at the annual Brazilian meeting Fórum Social Mundial (World Social 
Forum) in the city of Belém and established with a report by the global 
network’s name (Sydenham 2009).90 This network regards the fact that the 
right to livelihoods is not recognized as a human right as a gap in the human 
rights system that leaves the conditions necessary to support, sustain, and 
advance the lives of women and their families with dignity unprotected and 
unsupported. Women and the Right to Livelihoods works with and engages 
various groups and social movements including indigenous, Dalits, minority 
groups, land rights, environment, antipoverty, trade, housing, agriculture, 
worker’s rights, and others focused on women’s livelihoods. As stated by 
this network, its aims include (a) to foster a collective voice to articulate the 
severity of the situation faced by women, (b) to develop a common under-
standing of the right to livelihoods, (c) to work to have the right recognized 
in international law, and (d) to develop a strategy to advance women’s liveli-
hoods in reality around the world.

The Committee on World Food Security (CFS)

The global Committee on World Food Security (CFS) is the UN’s forum for 
reviewing and following up on policies concerning world food security and 
related issues that affect the world food situation (see also chapters 1 and 
6 of this volume). Upon recommendation from the 1974 World Food Con-
ference, the CFS was established in response to the international economic 
recession and related food crises of the early 1970s.91 At the thirty-fifth ses-
sion held in October 2009 in Rome, members of the CFS agreed on wide-
ranging reforms to make the CFS the foremost inclusive international and 
intergovernmental platform dealing with food security and nutrition. At the 
thirty-sixth session in October 2010 (FAO and CFS 2010), the Civil Soci-
ety Mechanism (CSM) was established to operationalize CSOs and social 
movements’ participation in the CFS. The inclusion of women and a gen-
der perspective carries paramount importance with guidelines that require 
gender-balanced representation and an overarching gender approach in the 
CFS, especially with regard to small-scale food producers.
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316 Lemke and Bellows

The State of Food and Agriculture 2010–11—Women in 
Agriculture: Closing the Gender Gap for Development

The key conclusions and recommendations of the FAO report The State 
of Food and Agriculture 2010–11—Women in Agriculture: Closing the 
Gender Gap for Development were highlighted earlier in this chapter. The 
report provides a comprehensive view of the gender gap in agriculture and 
rural labor markets and its causes, calling for policy interventions that (a) 
eliminate women’s discrimination regarding access to resources, (b) create 
enabling infrastructure and technologies to provide women with more time 
for productive activities, and (c) facilitate women’s participation in flexible, 
efficient, and fair rural labor markets. The report highlights that gender 
equality and women’s empowerment are crucial for agricultural develop-
ment and food security.

International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science 
and Technology for Development (IAASTD)

The International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Tech-
nology for Development (IAASTD) report was also mentioned earlier in this 
chapter and is reintroduced here because it represents a paradigm shift in 
agricultural assessments, with important implications both for smallholder 
farming and for women in agriculture. The core message of the IAASTD 
was that food insecurity and hunger have increased in spite of major invest-
ments in agricultural technology and increased production (IAASTD 2009). 
This stood in stark contrast to previous reports by the World Bank, with 
its emphasis on agriculture as a business, driven by entrepreneurship and 
vibrant markets, and linked to a burgeoning urban economy (Scoones 
2009). The IAASTD highlighted the position of smallholder farmers, with 
particular emphasis on the women among them, through its call to reexam-
ine the purpose of agricultural production, the sources of related knowl-
edge, the democratization of participation in agricultural sciences, and the 
needs of small-scale farms in diverse ecosystems.

UNiTE to End Violence against Women

The “UNiTE to End Violence against Women” campaign, or UNiTE for 
short, was launched in 2008 by the UN secretary general with the aim to 
raise public awareness and increase political will and resources for prevent-
ing and ending all forms of violence against women and girls in all parts of 
the world.92 According to UNiTE, this vision can only be realized through 
meaningful actions and ongoing political commitments of national govern-
ments, backed by adequate resources. The campaign calls on governments, 
civil society, women’s organizations, men, young people, the private sector, 
the media, and the entire UN system to join forces in addressing this global 
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pandemic. In line with international human rights standards, the goals of 
UNiTE are, among others (a) the adoption and enforcement of national 
laws and the adoption and implementation of multisectoral national action 
plans to address and punish all forms of violence against women and girls, 
(b) data collection and analysis systems concerned with the prevalence of 
various forms of violence against women and girls, (c) national and local 
campaigns to engage civil society actors in preventing violence and support-
ing women and girls who have been abused, and (d) systematic efforts to 
address sexual violence in conflict situations. UNiTE has linked up with sev-
eral UN entities, among others UN Women, the Inter-Agency Network on 
Women and Gender Equality (IANWGE), the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), UNICEF, WHO, UNDP, 
and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

Women’s Initiatives for Gender Justice

From 1997 to 2003, the coalition of NGOs known as the Women’s Caucus 
for Gender Justice involved women’s human rights advocates from around 
the world.93 They took part in negotiations toward the creation of the Rome 
Statute of the International Criminal Court (hereinafter, Rome Statute; UN 
General Assembly 1998) with the aim of including principles of gender 
justice and accountability for crimes of sexual and gender violence in the 
International Criminal Court (ICC). After completion of the negotiations 
of the Rome Statute and its supplemental documents and the first election 
of judges, the Women’s Caucus for Gender Justice concluded its work.94 
Subsequently, the Women’s Initiatives for Gender Justice was established 
as a women’s human rights organization in January 2004 in The Hague 
to monitor the ICC and advocate for gender inclusive justice through the 
administration of the ICC. Among the objectives of the initiative are (a) to 
ensure that sexualized violence and gender-based crimes are a priority in the 
investigations and prosecutions of the ICC, (b) to enhance capacity among 
women, particularly women’s NGOs, in countries where the ICC is con-
ducting investigations in the use of international law, specifically the Rome 
Statute, and to consult with women, women’s groups, and NGOs most 
affected by conflict to ensure that their concerns and issues are incorporated 
into the investigations and prosecutions and in the ICC’s work with victims 
and witnesses, and (c) to influence and strengthen the gender competence of 
the ICC through training and the recruitment and appointment of women 
to the ICC, including experts on gender and sexual violence.

Women in Law and Development in Africa (WiLDAF)

Women in Law and Development in Africa (WiLDAF) is a Pan-African net-
work of women’s rights-based and non-governmental, non-profit organiza-
tions dedicated to promoting and strengthening strategies that link law and 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



318 Lemke and Bellows

development to increase women’s participation and influence at the local, 
national, and international levels.95 Mentioned earlier in this chapter in con-
nection with the documentation of specific cases, the WiLDAF network was 
conceived through a 1990 conference entitled Women, Law and Develop-
ment: Networking for Empowerment in Africa held in Harare, Zimbabwe. 
The aim of the conference was to establish an organization that promotes 
and strengthens a society that strives to empower women and improve their 
status in Africa. The network encompasses thirty-one countries, over five 
hundred organizations, and over 1,200 individual members, with several 
subregional offices operating in Southern, Eastern, and Western Africa. At 
the national and international levels, the WiLDAF network lobbies for laws 
that promote women’s rights. At the local level, free legal counselling as well 
as paralegal training is offered.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR  
MOVING FORWARD

Policy reforms to eradicate gender discrimination are one major condition 
to improve women’s political voice and participation. However, for laws to 
translate into changes on the ground, women and men need to be aware of 
their rights in order to claim them. This emphasizes the need for a strong 
civil society and social movements that can lead this process.

The case studies illustrated in this chapter show how gender sensitive 
approaches that involve local communities can translate into change over 
time, even though barriers are being experienced at various levels. The 
examples of good practice revealed that women are increasingly represented 
at both political and grassroots levels, have gained confidence, and are able 
to stand up for their interests. Especially visible in the case studies provided 
by Brot für die Welt (2009), gendered approaches can be implemented in 
various cultural contexts. Some organizations increasingly integrate men 
and encourage reflection on stereotypical male roles.

In this chapter, we further illustrated the shortcomings of agricultural 
production and nutrition intervention models and proposed that develop-
ment needs to engage alternative approaches of building local self-reliance, 
community food security, and local governance that foreground inclusive 
participation. Such approaches are perhaps slower and might seem more 
expensive at first, but they are surely more cost-effective in the longer term. 
Social and economic transformations take time. These shifts often cannot 
be measured by so-called hard facts or so-called evidence generated through 
randomized controlled trials, as is increasingly required in the context 
of development cooperation or nutrition sciences and related disciplines, 
respectively. Instead, or in addition, what we need are anthropological and 
other studies that integrate participatory and qualitative methods that can 
contribute to a much needed improved understanding of the sustainability 
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of programs. In a context of ongoing conditions of rural, racial, gender, and 
class structural power inequities, the “success” of single programs should 
rather be viewed in terms of their ability to leverage, as opposed to shoulder, 
social change and sustainable livelihoods.

Based on the elaborations in this chapter, we propose the following 
recommendations:

• A systems approach needs to begin from the perspective of local pop-
ulations of women, men, and children, regardless of a person’s life 
stage and inclusive of their social locations (i.e., race, ethnicity, gender, 
income, etc.), in both public and private spaces.

• Research should involve local actors at all stages, from the design of 
research objectives to the sharing of results and formulating recom-
mendations, applying participatory approaches. Qualitative, quantita-
tive, or mixed methods can be applied.

• There is a need for more gender sensitive and gender disaggregated 
data at the household and community levels, as well as for an intersec-
toral analysis that investigates the link between gender, class, age, race, 
ethnicity, and religion, taking into account the various and complex 
power dynamics. This would allow for a clearer determination of the 
food and nutrition security status, as well as of the diverse tasks and 
responsibilities of different groups of women and men. This broad-
ened perspective can further contribute to an improved understanding 
of the challenges women or men are facing, and can reveal the differ-
ent coping strategies women and men adopt.

• Sustainable livelihoods approaches that link people, agroecological 
principles, and viable local economies should be applied to achieve 
more resilient local food systems and governance, wherein individuals, 
women in particular, can become involved.

• A human rights framework should be integrated into local food 
systems and governance founded on the precept that all individuals 
have the right to participate in and define food and nutrition security 
strategies.

• Chronic dependency on food aid and charity designed for emergencies 
must be avoided and overcome with a shifted goal on the development 
of local food systems that promote self-determination.

• Local food systems and governance should be simultaneously linked 
to national and global food governance approaches, assuming they 
foreground grassroots civil society interests.

• The separation of food production and nutrition objectives needs to 
be overcome. Instead, a systems approach should be adopted and 
local food governance promoted in the development of community 
food security and food and nutrition policy. Promising efforts are 
underway, with several initiatives having being illustrated in this 
chapter.
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• The focus on women and children in the right to adequate food and 
nutrition needs to move beyond their portrayal as disempowered vic-
tims in a maternal-child and housebound state and requires a proac-
tive approach to protecting and centering women’s voices. At the same 
time, there must be an awareness of the possible cost of participation 
and negative consequences women might face due to social and gender 
norms. In this regard, the concept of empowerment needs to be care-
fully reviewed.

• There is a need for a genuine gendered approach that involves women 
and men, instead of continuing to focus on women in isolation. If the 
challenges that especially young men are facing in societies in transi-
tion are not considered, and if men in general are not integrated into 
efforts to overcome gender inequalities, these efforts will fail.

NOTES

1. Please refer to chapter 6 of this volume for the argument that one of the 
fragmentations within the current human rights framework is the lack of inte-
grated implementation of the three levels of state’s human rights obligations—
to respect, protect, and fulfil.

2. The concept of food security is enshrined in article 25 of the UDHR reading: 
“Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 
well-being of himself and of his family, including food” (UN General Assem-
bly 1948, art. 25(1)).

3. For a detailed account of the history and evolution of underlying concepts of 
food security and nutrition security, see the comprehensive report by Maxwell 
and Frankenberger (1992) and also the recent report by the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS; CFS 2012).

4. The need for more integrated research approaches and specifically qualitative 
research in nutrition sciences was highlighted in a special congress issue of Pub-
lic Health Nutrition (Steyn 2005, 448–50). A review of papers from studies 
undertaken in Africa and published in the journal since its inception in 1998 
revealed that “only a handful made use of qualitative methodology, implying 
that nutrition scientists are still not making use of important tools to under-
stand the underlying social reasons for many of the nutritional conditions they 
face” (Steyn 2005, 442). A paper by the first author of this chapter was among 
these few studies applying qualitative methods (Lemke et al. 2003).

5. For more details on the 19th IUNS International Congress of Nutrition, please 
refer to Annals Nutrition & Metabolism 2009, volume 55, supplement 1, 
which is available online at http://www.karger.com/Journal/Issue/253614 
(accessed on August 7, 2014).

6. Several international conferences focused on this concept “nutrition sensitive 
agriculture” over the past years, among them the New Delhi conference Lever-
aging Agriculture for Improving Nutrition and Health, which took place on 
February 10–12, 2011, New Delhi, India. For further information on this con-
ference and related documents on various initiatives that aim to integrate agri-
culture and nutrition, please visit http://2020conference.ifpri.info (accessed 
August 12, 2014).

7. Further information on the 20th International Congress of Nutrition in Granada 
can be found online at http://icn2013.com (accessed August 12, 2014).
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8. For a critical discussion on the concept “empowerment,” see the section 
“Women, development, gender, empowerment: an evolving debate” later in 
this chapter.

9. Chapter 6 of this volume entails a more detailed discussion of social move-
ments and their role in the reconceptualization of an integrated framework 
of the right to adequate food and nutrition. Examples of social movements 
are the food sovereignty movement including peasants and small farmers, but 
also traditional populations, landless people, and indigenous peoples. Fur-
ther examples encompass women’s rights groups, children’s rights groups, 
fisherfolks, environmentalists, groups engaging in agroecology, urban agricul-
ture and gardening, farmworkers, and community food security groups. The 
section of this chapter entitled “Democratic participation, governance, and 
mobilization from civil society toward more equitable food systems” elabo-
rates on various national and international social movements that engage in 
the context of discrimination and violence against women.

10. A consultative process, involving over eight hundred constituencies, was begun 
in 2002 to determine if a full-blown assessment was necessary. In 2004 it was 
decided to conduct an assessment in which over four hundred experts, nomi-
nated by the consultation participants, were involved. For more information, 
please visit http://www.unep.org/dewa/Assessments/Ecosystems/IAASTD/
tabid/105853/Default.aspx/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

11. This case study was provided by a coauthor of chapter 1 of this volume, Rose-
ane do Socorro Gonçalves Viana.

12. The interview with Danielly Palma, author of the Master thesis undertaken 
at the Federal University of Mato Grosso on the contamination of breastmilk 
with agrochemicals is available online in Portuguese at http://www.viomundo.
com.br/denuncias/exclusivo-a-pesquisadora-que-descobriu-veneno-no-leite- 
materno.html (accessed August 7, 2014).

13. Lucas do Rio Verde is the second largest grain producer in the state of Mato 
Grosso which, for its part, is the second largest grain producer in Brazil. For 
more information (in Portuguese) please visit http://www.viomundo.com.br/
denuncias/exclusivo-a-pesquisadora-que-descobriu-veneno-no-leite-materno.
html (accessed August 7, 2014).

14. According to data from the Brazilian Sindicato Nacional da Indústria de Produ-
tos para Defesa Vegetal (National Union of Pesticide Industries, SINDIVEG), 
previously named Sindicato Nacional da Indústria de Produtos para Defesa 
Agrícola (National Union of Agrochemical Industries, SINDAG), 986,500 tons 
of pesticides were sold in 2008 and more than a million tons in 2009 (equivalent 
to 5.2 kg of agrochemical products per Brazilian per year). Although SINDIVEG 
itself and other agribusiness sources issued statements commemorating these 
figures, exalting the use of agrochemicals as the application of technology, the 
national press began to publish news stories connecting the abuse of pesticides 
to food contamination, environmental damage, and health issues. Undoubtedly 
because of the negative impact of these media reports, this year SINDIVEG pub-
lished no data on the volume of pesticides sold in 2010 but merely reported that 
the value of the sales achieved over the period was US$ 7.2 billion. SINDIVEG 
did, however, emphasize that this value represented a 9 percent increase from 
the previous year. For more information, please read the online article published 
by AS-PTA Agricultura Familiar e Agroecologia at http://boletimtransgenicos. 
campanhasdemkt.net/ver_mensagem.php?id=H|774|57167|12445682 
4284401400 (accessed November 25, 2014).

15. Gender analysis is not limited to revealing patterns of gender differences and 
inequalities but examines why disparities exist, whether they are a matter of 
concern, and how they might be addressed. For elaborations and tools on how 
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to conduct gender analysis see, for example, Pasteur (2002) for gender analysis 
in the context of sustainable livelihoods, Buscher (2005) for measuring gender 
equality in the context of refugees and internally displaced populations, and 
Colfer (2013) for analyzing gender roles in the context of forest management.

  Several of the reports mentioned here frequently refer to “women’s roles,” 
implying a rather static concept. We should refer instead to the more dynamic 
concept “gender relations” to be able to address inherent power imbalances 
and to avoid the danger of distorting the attention only on women. For a more 
detailed discussion, see the later section in this chapter entitled “Women, devel-
opment, gender, empowerment: an evolving debate.”

16. According to FAO (2011, 7), the agricultural labor force includes people who 
are working or looking for work in formal or informal jobs and in paid or 
unpaid employment in agriculture. That includes self-employed women as well 
as women working on family farms.

17. For more information on women’s land rights, please visit http://www.landesa.
org/women-and-land/ (accessed August 7, 2014).

18. More examples of good practices and lessons learned in the context of reform-
ing legal and property systems in sub-Saharan Africa are provided by Quisumb-
ing (2010) in her report to the Commission on the Status of Women.

19. The synthesis report Gender and Poverty Targeting in Market Linkage Oper-
ations by IFAD (2002) aimed at improving the understanding of gender and 
targeting issues in market linkage operations and developing practical ideas, 
approaches, and tools that can be used to mainstream gender and promote pov-
erty targeting in current and future market linkage projects and programs. The 
authors emphasize that gender and poverty dimensions vary in different places 
and societies and that, therefore, there is no “one size fits all” recipe for gender 
mainstreaming in market linkage operations. They conclude that good knowl-
edge of the gender dimensions, and especially the difference in the constraints 
that women and men face in their societies, will make an important difference in 
how efficiently different actors can address diverse aspects of business, market 
access, and development (IFAD 2002, 70–71).

20. The inequalities experienced by women in the agricultural sector in general have 
been highlighted, among others, by De Schutter (HRC 2012).

21. For more information on the ratification of the Kenyan new constitution, please 
read the article “Kenya President Ratifies New Constitution” published on the 
web page “NEWS Africa” on the website of the British Broadcasting Com-
pany (BBC) at http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-11106558 (accessed 
August 7, 2014).

22. For the full article by Da Silva “Guardians of life and of the earth” published 
online March 7, 2013 by Inter Press Service (IPS) News Agency, please visit 
http://www.ipsnews.net/2013/03/guardians-of-life-and-of-the-earth/ (accessed 
August 12, 2014). For an elaboration on the limitations of women’s empower-
ment, see also Kabeer (2005b).

23. Please refer to The Lancet series on “Maternal and Child Undernutrition,” 
launched January 16, 2008 and available online at http://www.thelancet.com/
series/maternal-and-child-undernutrition (accessed August 7, 2014).

24. Personal comment, Stefanie Lemke. For more information about the confer-
ence, please refer to the 2009 edition of Annals of Nutrition and Metabolism, 
volume 55, supplement 1, which is available online at http://www.karger.com/
Journal/Issue/253614 (accessed August 12, 2014).

25. The example of RUSF has been elaborated in more detail in chapter 4 of this vol-
ume, with a focus on conflicts of interests in multisectoral public policy-making.

26. We are fully aware that these terms “black,” “white,” and “colored” are con-
troversial. Yet, they are still widely used in South Africa, although there is an 
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ongoing debate regarding these categories, especially in academic circles. As 
there is no alternative yet, the terms “black,” “colored,” “white,” and alterna-
tively “black/white/colored” South Africans will be used in this chapter, in order 
to situate the specific context. For further information regarding the discourse 
on race in South Africa, see Durrheim, Mtose, and Brown (2011), Erasmus 
(2008), Posel (2010), and Seekings and Nattrass (2005).

27. For a comprehensive introduction to the women and development agenda and 
the way women’s issues have been conceptualized in the development context 
from the 1970s to the 1990s, see From WID to GAD: Conceptual Shifts in 
the Women and Development Discourse, a report by Shahrashoub Razavi and 
Carol Miller that was written in 1995 as a contribution to the Fourth World 
Conference on Women in Bejing on behalf of the UN Research Institute for 
Social Development. Although this report dates back almost twenty years, many 
of the statements made are still highly relevant for the current discourse on 
gender and development. See also Christa Wichterich’s feminist analysis of the 
topic of the Rio+20 UN Conference 2012, The Future We Want: A Feminist 
Perspective (Wichterich 2012).

28. For a similar discussion on the use of the concept “vulnerability,” see chapter 2 
of this volume.

29. The approach of the World Bank that regards women’s empowerment as a smart 
economic strategy was also criticized by IPS in their MDG3 Project “Commu-
nicating for Change: Voice, Visibility and Impact for Gender Equality.” In their 
report, IPS argues that supporting gender equality and women’s empowerment 
has to go beyond focusing solely on business concerns and calls for gender and 
development to be based on women’s autonomy and freedom from violence, 
along with fair and equal access to resources and assets, to achieve their human 
rights (IPS—Communicating MDG3 2012).

30. For a more detailed elaboration on masculinities, the need to integrate men, and 
positive examples in this regard, please see the section of this chapter entitled 
“Democratic participation, governance, and mobilization from civil society 
toward more equitable food systems.”

31. Please see endnote 26 for a discussion on the issue of race in South Africa.
32. White’s (2010) study of a farmworkers’ movement in the Western Cape empha-

sizes the social challenges of paternalism, patriarchy, and racism and the need to 
overcome these constructs to achieve participation and democratic structures. 
Similarly, Schweitzer (2008) describes the struggle for autonomy among farm-
workers in the Western Cape who became wine farmers.

33. For an overview of the South African land reform program, see Department of 
Land Affairs [South Africa] (1997). For a critical reflection on land reform, see 
Hall and Ntsebeza (2007).

34. For a detailed discussion on the status and challenges of land reform in South 
Africa, see Lahiff (2008b) and Greenberg (2010).

35. As stated by in the Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS (UN General 
Assembly 2001), AIDS threatens development, social cohesion, political stabil-
ity, and food and nutrition security and imposes a devastating economic burden.

36. Good nutrition is further especially important with regard to antiretroviral ther-
apy (ART) that is only effective in combination with adequate food.

37. See Gillespie and Kadiyala (2005) on interactions of HIV/AIDS and food and 
nutrition security, integrating how HIV/AIDS affects and is affected by liveli-
hoods. See also Murphy, Harvey, and Silvestre (2005) on AIDS’ impacts on 
rural livelihoods in sub-Saharan Africa.

38. For the severity of the incidence of rape in South Africa, please visit http://www.
mg.co.za/article/2010–11–26-one-in-three-sa-men-admit-to-rape-survey-finds 
(accessed August 12, 2014).
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39. See chapter 6 of this volume for a more elaborated description of the need for 
the implementation of state obligations (to respect, protect, and fulfil) in an 
integrated manner.

40. See chapters 2 and 6 of this volume for further discussion on landgrabbing.
41. See also HRC (2009, 11–14), where De Schutter outlines necessary protective 

measures for the local population regarding employment, incomes, and access 
to productive resources in the context of large-scale land acquisitions and leases.

42. Also the first UN special rapporteur on the right to food, Jean Ziegler (mandate 
holder from 2000 to 2008), had contributed to framing agrarian issues in a 
human rights context, covering, among other issues, access to land, agrarian 
reform, agroecology, women’s role in agriculture, workers in the agricultural 
sector, and corporate control over food systems. Ziegler continues to publish on 
the right to food and related issues; see, for example, The Fight for the Right to 
Food: Lessons Learned (Ziegler et al. 2011).

43. This term “food sovereignty” was initiated in the early 1990s by the global 
farmers’ movement La Via Campesina, which aimed at discussing and promot-
ing alternatives to neoliberal policies for achieving food security. See chapter 6 
of this volume for more details on this social movement.

44. The international conference Food Sovereignty: A Critical Dialogue, convened 
at Yale University from September 14–15, 2013, provided a critical and pro-
ductive debate around this concept. All papers of this conference are available 
online on the Yale University website at http://www.yale.edu/agrarianstudies/
foodsovereignty/ (accessed August 12, 2014). A follow-up conference on food 
sovereignty took place on January 24, 2014 in The Hague, The Netherlands. 
The food sovereignty 2013/2014 conference paper series is available online 
through the International Institute of Social Studies in The Hague at http://
www.iss.nl/research/research_programmes/political_economy_of_resources_
environment_and_population_per/networks/critical_agrarian_studies_icas/
food_sovereignty_a_critical_dialogue/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

45. Chapter 6 of this volume elaborates further on the concept “food sovereignty” 
as a principle for the progressive realization of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition.

46. In this context, empowerment is referred to in line with its initial emphasis on 
building personal and collective power in the struggle for a more just and equi-
table world. Please see Cornwall and Brock (2005).

47. Please visit also the State and Local Food Policy Councils’ website at http://
www.statefoodpolicy.org/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

48. Toronto has long been at the forefront of public health initiatives and food secu-
rity research, being one of the originators of and among the first world cities to 
sign onto the WHO Healthy Cities movement. In 1991, in the absence of federal 
and provincial leadership on food security, the city created the Toronto Food 
Policy Council (TFPC). As presented on the council’s website at http://tfpc.to/
about (accessed August 12, 2014), the mission statement of the TFPC is to con-
nect “diverse people from the food, farming and community sector to develop 
innovative policies and projects that support a health-focused food system, and 
provides a forum for action across the food system.”

49. For more information on rural food policy councils, please visit http://
ruralcommunitybuilding.fb.org/2010/07/19/food-policy-councils-support-
local-economy/ (accessed August 12, 2014); http://kansasruralcenter.org/
kansas-food-policy-council/ (accessed August 12, 2014); and http://www. 
farmtotablenm.org/policy/ (accessed on August 12, 2014).

50. Please visit the Just Food website at http://www.justfood.org/food-justice 
(accessed August 12, 2014).
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51. For more information about organic agriculture, please visit http://www.ifoam.
org/en/news/2013/04/05/latest-facts-and-figures-organic-agriculture (accessed 
August 12, 2014).

52. This concept of sustainability was outlined in the so-called Brundtland Report 
(Brundtland 1987), with each of these three elements (environmental, economic, 
and social) receiving equal weight.

53. The Natives Land Act of 1913 restricted the black peasantry’s access to land by 
preventing them from acquiring property outside designated areas (later the so-
called “homelands”), which led to the enriching of the white population and the 
impoverishment of the black population (van Onselen 1996). Further, black South 
Africans were displaced from white-owned farms and directed to designated areas 
by the state’s massive relocation program. Black South Africans, constituting 
80 percent of the population, were limited to 13 percent of the land (Sharp 1994).

54. For a more detailed elaboration on the destitute working and living conditions 
of farmworkers on commercial farms in South Africa, see, for example, Du 
Toit (2004), Atkinson (2007), Human Rights Watch (2011), and Devereux and 
Solomon (2011).

55. This case study was informed by research carried out for a Master thesis by L. 
Heine (unpublished), within the earlier mentioned larger research project by 
Lemke (2010).

56. This “job creation for the North” extends also to countries of the South, East, 
and developing countries in general, with many NGOs relying heavily on donor 
support and, with it, not only local livelihoods of the poor these development 
programs aim to serve but also of the people facilitating such programs and 
being employed at NGOs.

57. The food sovereignty 2013/2014 conference paper series is available through 
the International Institute of Social Studies in The Hague: http://www.iss.nl/
research/research_programmes/political_economy_of_resources_environ-
ment_and_population_per/networks/critical_agrarian_studies_icas/food_
sovereignty_a_critical_dialogue/ (accessed August 12, 2014); please see also 
endnote 44.

58. For more information on the synergies created at the seminar Human Rights 
Compliant and Sustainable Food Systems (June 24–26, 2014), please visit FIAN 
International’s website at http://www.fian.org/news/article/detail/synergies_ 
created_at_food_systems_conference/ (accessed November 20, 2014).

59. For a detailed discussion of the origins and reform of the CFS, please see chap-
ter 1 of this volume.

60. This case is documented in detail by Sandra Maribel Sánchez, quoted in Mon-
salve Suárez (2012, 20–25).

61. Chapter 3 of this volume provides numerous examples of social protection pro-
grams targeted at women, discussing both benefits and unintended effects, and 
emphasizing how such programs can both increase or decrease vulnerability 
to domestic violence and can further reinforce gender stereotypes if not well 
designed. As Quisumbing (2010) points out in the context of antipoverty pro-
grams, these should be evaluated to increase effectiveness, paying specific atten-
tion to gender-differentiated impacts.

62. Quilombola status and identity are based on self-recognition and identification. 
Calling oneself a Quilombola is considered a reaffirmation of Afro-descendant 
heritage and part of a historic process of resistance and struggle against black 
slavery and oppression in Brazil that existed from 1500 until 1888, when slav-
ery was abolished (Viana and Bellows 2014).

63. This provision on the percentage of food products used for school feeding that 
should be supplied by economically marginalized population groups is found 
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in Law No. 11.947 establishing the Programa Nacional de Alimentação Esco-
lar (National School Feeding Programme) in primary schools of Brazil as of 
June 16, 2009.

64. This case study was provided by coauthor of chapter 1 of this volume, Roseane 
do Socorro Gonçalves Viana, a PhD candidate at the Food Security Center and 
the Department of Gender and Nutrition, University of Hohenheim.

65. See also Greenberg (2010) for a critical reflection on the prospects and position 
of farmworkers within current land reform programs in South Africa.

66. The MDG3 Fund supports women’s rights organizations, catalyzing progress 
toward achievement of the 2015 MDG 3 on gender equality and women’s 
empowerment, and partnering with several other organizations, among them 
the Nobel Women’s Initiative.

  These case studies were compiled by Wendy Harcourt for a report published 
by Inter Press Service (IPS; see IPS—Communicating MDG3 2012) and financed 
through the MDG3 Fund and the United Nations Entity for Gender Equal-
ity and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women). In this chapter, three of 
ten case studies are illustrated. For the complete article “Women Empowering 
Women,” please visit http://www.ips.org/mdg3/Category/women-empowering-
women/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

67. For more information about the West African division of Women in Law 
and Development in Africa (WiLDAF), please visit http://www.wildaf-ao.org/ 
(accessed August 12, 2014).

68. For more information about Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and 
Organizing (WIEGO), please visit http://wiego.org/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

69. For more information about Just Associates (JASS), please visit http://www.
justassociates.org/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

70. Chapter 3 of this volume provides detailed information and various case studies 
on how women’s greater economic independence can actually increase GBV.

71. For more information on the Sonke Gender Justice Network, please read the 
article by Janine Erasmus “NGO Fights for Gender Equalisation in South 
Africa” of May 26, 2010 at the Media Club South Africa website http://www.
mediaclubsouthafrica.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id
=1752:sonke-260510&catid=44:developmentnews&Itemid=111#ixzz0sFQaB
xxF (accessed July 22, 2014). Also, please visit the Sonke Gender Justice Net-
work website at http://www.genderjustice.org.za/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

72. For a more detailed documentation of the initiative MenEngage, please visit 
http://www.menengage.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=category& 
layout=blog&id=4&Itemid=2 (accessed August 12, 2014). Please also refer to 
the section in this chapter entitled “Initiatives for mainstreaming gender in right 
to adequate food and nutrition work.”

73. For more information on the movement Kurdish Men for Gender Equality, read 
Dilar Dirik’s article “Kurdish Men for Gender Equality: ‘Being a Woman is Not 
a Tool to Punish or Humiliate Anyone—No Free Society without Free Women’ ” 
(April 25, 2013) on The Kurdistan Tribune website at http://kurdistantribune.
com/2013/kurdish-men-for-gender-equality/ (accessed November 20, 2014).

74. As is further elaborated in Dilar Dirik’s article (see previous note), degrading 
prisoners by making them wear Kurdish women’s clothes was not only an 
attack on women but also on Kurdish culture. The protest of Kurdish men 
by dressing in traditional Kurdish women’s clothes was, therefore, a protest 
against both sorts of oppression. Even though this example might not relate 
directly to the context discussed here, it demonstrates how joint actions by 
men and women and global campaigns are able to mobilize people and spread 
across regions.

75. See previous note 73.
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76. For further investigation, please consider the following link taken from the IPS-
Communicating MDG3 (2012) report that provides an overview of women’s 
networks and NGOs: http://www.ips.org/mdg3/?s=women%27s+networks+ 
and+NGOs (accessed August 12, 2014).

77. For this and more information about the CWGL, please visit the organization’s 
website at http://www.cwgl.rutgers.edu (accessed November 6, 2014).

78. Please visit the web page “Vision and Mission” on the CWGL’s website at http://
www.cwgl.rutgers.edu/about-110/vission-a-mission (accessed November 6, 
2014).

79. For more information on AWID, please visit the organization’s website at http://
www.awid.org/About-AWID/ (accessed May 29, 2013). See also the web page 
“Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID)” on the Sigrid Raus-
ing Trust website at http://www.sigrid-rausing-trust.org/Grantees/Association-
for-Womens-Rights-in-Development-AWID (accessed May 29, 2013).

80. This quote was taken from the web page “Who We Are” on AWID’s website at 
http://www.awid.org/About-AWID/Who-We-Are (accessed May 29, 2013).

81. For more information on Landesa’s Center for Women’s Land Rights, please 
visit http://www.landesa.org/women-and-land/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

82. For more information on IPS News Agency, please visit http://www.ipsnews.net/ 
(accessed August 12, 2014). The quote was taken from the bottom of the web 
page “Home” at the agency’s website (accessed August 12, 2014).

83. For an illustration of case studies from the IPS—Communicating MDG3 (2012) 
report, see the section of this chapter entitled “Strengthening women as actors.”

84. For more information on the Nobel Women’s Initiative, please visit http://nobel 
womensinitiative.org/about-us/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

85. As quoted on the Nobel Women’s Initiative website at http://nobelwomens 
initiative.org/about-us/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

86. For more information about UN Women, please visit the organization’s website 
at http://www.unwomen.org/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

87. For more information on the World’s Women reports, please visit the website of 
the UN Statistics Division at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/products/
Worldswomen/WWreports.htm (accessed November 25, 2014)

88. For more information on MenEngage, please visit http://menengage.org/ 
(accessed August 12, 2014).

89. Other organizations that engage men and boys are referred to as the MenEn-
gage Initiative.

90. For more information on women and the right to livelihoods, visit the website 
of the Programme on Women’s Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (PWE-
SCR) at http://www.pwescr.org/ (accessed August 12, 2014) and the web page 
“The Human Right to Livelihood and Land” on the People’s Movement for 
Human Rights Education website at http://www.pdhre.org/rights/land.html 
(accessed August 12, 2014).

91. For the history of the CFS, please visit their homepage at http://www.fao.org/
cfs/en/ (accessed August 12, 2014).

92. For more information on UNiTE, please visit http://endviolence.un.org/about.
shtml (accessed August 12, 2014).

93. Information about the history and mission of the Women’s Caucus for Gender 
Justice and the Women’s Initiative for Gender Justice is available online at http://
www.iccwomen.org/aboutus/history.php (accessed August 12, 2014).

94. The Rome Statue dates from July 17, 1998. It entered into force on July 1, 
2002. For more information, please visit http://www.un.org/law/icc/ (accessed 
August 12, 2014).

95. For more information on Women in Law and Development in Africa, please 
visit: http://www.wildaf.org/ (accessed November 5, 2014).
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6 Closing Protection Gaps through a 
More Comprehensive Conceptual 
Framework for the Human Right to 
Adequate Food and Nutrition

Flavio L. S. Valente, Ana María Suárez 
Franco, and R. Denisse Córdova Montes

INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, we concentrate on the role of human rights in improving 
women’s food and nutrition security and in reducing overall hunger and 
malnutrition. In an effort to do this, we delve into the existing disconnects 
and fragmentations present in the current human right to adequate food and 
nutrition concept and why the manner in which human rights are defined 
and applied by some sectors might have contributed to a failure in protec-
tion due to conceptual limitations induced by social and political pressures. 
Nonetheless, we are guided by the argument that human rights promote a 
more precise diagnosis of, and help overcome, the root causes of inequities 
observed in society, which are linked to abuses of power. In this context, 
we put forward some constructive ways to surmount the limitations in the 
existing conceptual framework of the right to adequate food and nutrition 
through the proposal of a more holistic concept for this human right. In 
relation to political processes regarding the redefinition and implementation 
of this human rights framework, we call for increasing coordination with 
and among social movements and make recommendations for the use of this 
new framework through the creation of precedent through casework at the 
national and international levels.

Building upon material discussed in earlier chapters of this volume, we 
propose the food sovereignty framework, which calls for a more explicit 
integration of self-determination, women’s rights and a gender perspective, 
and nutrition, as the framework for the right to adequate food concept. 
Based on this, we argue that the right to adequate food should be renamed 
the human right to adequate food and nutrition. At the same time, we 
seek to demonstrate that working within the core principles of indivisibil-
ity and interrelatedness of human rights is fundamental to support policy 
coherence that maintains people at its center in global, national, regional, 
and local food and nutritional security governance. This effort, applied 
in a participative manner, is intended to sharpen our human rights tools, 
adjusting them to the current challenges in order to provide adequate 
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342 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

mechanisms for ensuring a life of dignity for each and every human being 
and especially for the most disadvantaged and marginalized ones in our 
societies.

In our analysis and proposals we are guided by the understanding 
that the human rights approach is not immune to social and political 
interests—especially of the powerful elites—present in our societies, and 
must, therefore, be constantly updated in order to continue serving its pur-
pose of providing universal protection. The principle of evolutive interpre-
tation and the effectiveness principle call for existing human rights treaty 
clauses to be interpreted in light of contemporary conditions when monitor-
ing bodies and other legal operators apply human rights treaties in order to 
tackle upcoming promotion and protection challenges.1 As such, these prin-
ciples of interpretation are significant throughout our chapter because they 
call for the human rights framework to incorporate new dimensions that are 
made visible by the continued struggles of different social groups and move-
ments against oppression and discrimination in order to remain effective.2

This chapter is organized into five main parts. The first part, “Histori-
cal overview of conceptual limitations in the human rights framework as 
a reflection of the use and abuse of power,” discusses the limitations in 
the current conceptual framework of the right to adequate food and nutri-
tion. This first section links these limitations to the abuse of power and 
emphasizes the importance of adjusting the framework to the new dimen-
sions made visible by social struggles in order to overcome the structural 
causes of hunger and malnutrition. The second part, “Advances and missed 
opportunities in the development of the legal concept of the human right 
to adequate food and nutrition,” describes conceptual advances made over 
the years that should have pointed to the need for a shift in the understand-
ing of the human right to adequate food and nutrition. It also describes 
missed opportunities to incorporate these advances into a more inclusive 
right to adequate food and nutrition and the resulting conceptual founda-
tions that contributed to the authors’ new proposed framework. The third 
part, “The food sovereignty framework for the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition: a proposal for a more advanced and integral frame-
work incorporating women’s rights and nutrition,” introduces the authors’ 
new proposed framework for the human right to adequate food and nutri-
tion and presents the People’s and Food Sovereignty Matrix, which visually 
captures the new proposed conceptual framework. The fourth part, “Col-
laborating with social movements in the reconceptualization of a unifying 
framework,” emphasizes the importance of fostering coordination with and 
among social movements in order to develop a unifying conceptual frame-
work for the human right to adequate food and nutrition. Finally, “Moving 
from theory to practice: recommendations,” offers specific recommenda-
tions at the national and international levels on how to practically move the 
proposed conceptual framework from mere theory to reality.
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 343

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF CONCEPTUAL LIMITATIONS 
IN THE HUMAN RIGHTS FRAMEWORK AS A REFLECTION 
OF THE USE AND ABUSE OF POWER

Despite the great potential of the human rights system, human rights 
instruments—especially those adopted through political negotiations 
between states—often reflect the conflicts of interests permeating national 
and international communities. The human rights system must, therefore, be 
constantly updated in order to incorporate the advances achieved in differ-
ent fronts of the struggle by different social groups against oppression and 
discrimination, covering old and emerging promotion and protection gaps.

In this section, we present a brief historical overview of the concept of 
the human right to adequate food and nutrition as a social construct (for 
a more comprehensive review, please see chapter 1 of this volume), discuss 
the limitations that arise from social influences defining the framework, and 
analyze the role of the principle of evolutive interpretation in overcoming 
these fragmentations. Furthermore, we analyze the structural causes of hun-
ger and malnutrition that are kept invisible by these processes.

The Human Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition:  
A Social Construct

Beyond the historically—and socially—constructed ideological divides 
between economic, social, and cultural rights and civil and political rights 
resulting in the creation of two separate international human rights cov-
enants during the twentieth century, the concept of the human right to ade-
quate food and nutrition has suffered from further rifts (see Gross et al. 
2000; Maxwell 1996; Maxwell and Frankenberger 1992; Maxwell and 
Smith 1992; see also chapter 5 of this volume). One trend has mainly iden-
tified the right to adequate food and nutrition as the right to be free from 
hunger and associated it with food aid or assistance. From another set of 
perspectives, the human right to adequate food and nutrition has been his-
torically associated with the right to have access to productive resources to 
produce food, or to have resources to buy food (see W. B. Eide and Kracht 
2005, 2007). However, the nutritional dimension has not been effectively 
or clearly incorporated into either one of these two main trends. Similarly, 
the special situation and role of women in relation to the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition is not fully taken into account in General Com-
ment 12 on the Right to Adequate Food (hereinafter, General Comment 12) 
issued by the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR; see CESCR 1999b).3 Ideological disconnects related to the 
human right to adequate food, its nutritional dimension, and women’s rights 
are also evident in the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis-
crimination against Women (CEDAW; see UN General Assembly 1979) and 
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344 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC; see UN General Assembly 
1989; and see also chapter 2 of this volume).

Social Determinants of the Conceptual Limitations in the  
Human Rights Framework

As previously illustrated, human rights instruments are social constructs 
and reflect social conflicts which are then mirrored in conceptual limita-
tions in the human right to adequate food and nutrition. In chapter 2 of this 
volume, two main structural disconnects in the human rights system were 
identified and discussed. The authors identified the structural isolation of 
women’s rights from the right to adequate food and nutrition through the 
very reduced reference to women in the language of the International Cov-
enant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR; see UN General 
Assembly 1966), which leads to the invisibility of women in this document, 
as well as the reduction of women to motherhood in relation to food and 
nutrition security under CEDAW and the CRC as a structural disconnect 
in the current human rights framework to the right to adequate food and 
nutrition. As part of this first structural disconnect, the authors also identi-
fied the resulting disempowerment of women that is in turn reflected in the 
human rights system’s lack of acknowledgment of the power and capacity 
of women throughout their life spans and across their diverse life roles. 
A second disconnect was the isolation of the right to adequate food from its 
nutritional component through the inconsistent role nutrition plays in the 
right to adequate food under the ICESCR, CEDAW, and the CRC.

In addition to these two structural disconnects, the following fragmenta-
tions have been identified—in the previous chapters of this volume as well as 
in this chapter—in the human rights approach to public policies, in imple-
mentation practices, and in the legal and conceptual frameworks related to 
the right to adequate food and nutrition:

• The present analysis of hunger and malnutrition does not fully address 
structural root causes.4 This results in proposed policy solutions that, 
in a reductionist and simplified manner, mainly deal with the symp-
toms through the use of the “business as usual” isolated tools.5 These 
inadequate solutions to hunger and malnutrition include calls to 
increase food production,6 nutritional education initiatives that do not 
engage local knowledge and participatory pedagogy,7 micronutrient 
supplementation,8 and more political will,9 among others.

• Different sets of rights are addressed separately.10 The lack of recogni-
tion in the current practical application of the legal framework of the 
right to adequate food and nutrition of the interdependence of civil and 
political rights, economic, social, and cultural rights, women’s rights, 
children’s rights, maternal rights, the right to adequate food, and the 
right to nutrition, among others, overlooks the complexity of the links 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 345

existing among them in reality. The root causes of social exclusion and 
deprivation, associated with political and economic oppression, can 
be missed if these links are not adequately analyzed. Only by taking 
these into account will we be able to identify more holistic solutions 
for overcoming hunger and malnutrition.

• Compliance with the three levels of human rights: state obligations are 
addressed in a disconnected or unbalanced manner. Measures adopted 
to comply with the obligations to respect, protect, and fulfill (facilitate, 
promote, and provide) must be implemented in an integrated manner. 
For example, the provision of food by governments, in situations in 
which people cannot feed themselves for reasons beyond their control, 
should be implemented while also ensuring that the food is safe and 
adequate. Furthermore, these efforts should also be accompanied by 
measures that promote the recovery of the capacity to feed oneself, 
such as the promotion of access to productive resources (land, seeds, 
technical assistance, etc.), of job opportunities and income generation, 
as well as of unemployment insurance and social security programs. 
At the same time, while states should take into account the fact that 
there are people who will require social protection throughout their 
whole lives, social protection programs should not replace the obli-
gations to respect, protect, and promote the access of all to natural 
resources and/or the necessary income to feed themselves.

• Human beings are separated from nature through public policies, 
state conducts, and current legal frameworks.11 This fragmentation 
is expressed in human beings’ lack of control and sovereignty over 
access and use of natural resources for the production of food. It is 
further connected to the lack of social control over the manner in 
which these resources are put to use, and for what, and to the limited 
physical and economic access people have over their products, includ-
ing their lack of choice and of freedom to choose.

• Human beings, in particular women, are separated from their own 
human nature through public policies, state conducts, current legal 
frameworks, and social and cultural practices.12 This fragmentation is 
depicted through women’s restricted access to food to guarantee their 
adequate growth and development, as well as their limited freedom 
of choice and self-determination over what to do with their own lives 
and bodies, such as restrictions of their reproductive rights and eat-
ing practices, and their restricted capabilities to enjoy nutritional and 
health well-being and human dignity.

• The collective and independent subjectivities of women and children 
are reflected in an inadequate and often imbalanced way in human 
rights instruments.13 This fragmentation in public policies and legal 
frameworks does not adequately embrace the intertwined collective 
and independent subjectivities of mother and child during pregnancy 
and breastfeeding. In order to address this, there is the need for legal 
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and programmatic attention that expressly articulates the intercon-
nectedness and concurrent independence of mother and child, as well 
as the time dependent and specific food and nutrition rights and needs 
of women in pregnancy and children up to the age of two. How-
ever, it is also crucial that these efforts do not result in the neglect of 
women’s, men’s, and children’s individual food and nutrition rights 
and specific needs over their life spans nor, more generally, of their 
human rights over their life spans (i.e., reproductive rights, the right to 
self-determination, and the right to participation).

• Food sovereignty is not taken into account by the decision-making 
power mostly at the service of the interests of transnational corpora-
tions (TNCs) and national and international elites. This is reflected in 
the lack of effective and coordinated participation of relevant female, 
as well as male social actors, in the elaboration and implementation 
of policies and regulations in the fields of trade, finance, job genera-
tion, agriculture, social security, environment, health, food security, 
and nutrition policies.14

• Unbalanced emphasis is placed on rural—over urban—women’s 
right to adequate food and nutrition issues. This is reflected in the 
various human rights standards, where the focus is on rural wom-
en’s right to adequate food and nutrition, while ignoring the unique 
situations that lead urban women to be food insecure.15 Further-
more, the relationship between threats and violations of the right 
to adequate food and nutrition of rural women and the migration 
of these women to urban environments, where they continue to be 
food insecure, is often overlooked in the analysis of women’s right 
to adequate food and nutrition.

The Invisibility of Violence as a Central Component of the 
Structural Causes of Hunger and Malnutrition

As exemplified above, the fragmentations present in the current human 
rights framework result in the invisibility of a number of structural causes of 
hunger and malnutrition, and the related invisibility and silencing of those 
affected by these processes. These fragmentations have as one of their cen-
tral components the invisibility of violence as a common thread that unites 
these structural causes of hunger and malnutrition.16

The ongoing grab of land and natural resources, or “earthgrab”—which 
is a consequence of the current production model and investment policies, 
among other things—results in peoples’ violent separation from their indi-
vidual and collective natural resources, such as land, water, forests, and 
minerals. The violent eviction of “invisible” social groups, as well as the 
exclusion of affected parties from decision-making processes, is a struc-
tural component of the hegemonic international model of development not 
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compliant with the primacy of human rights. Powerful elites, often making 
use of armed forces, forcefully evict the traditional populations that have 
occupied the territories for generations, or close their eyes to forceful evic-
tions carried out by private militias. These events are seen as part of the 
natural course of “development,” which is supported by the present inter-
national governance structure to guarantee cheaper access to raw materials 
to maintain rates of profit. This violence is usually justified by property and 
use laws, historically established by the national and international powerful 
elites, and by their alleged use for the benefit of the public good, such as mega 
development projects (e.g., dams, special economic zones, tourist resorts, 
mining sites, etc.). What happens in reality is that national elites make use 
of concessions to private corporate interests and to foreign governments 
for their own benefit and continued enrichment, which results in overall 
inequalities among rich and poor countries, as well as within developing 
and developed countries. Furthermore, social groups and peoples who resist 
and defend their territories and cultures are stigmatized as “backward,” an 
impediment to progress and development, and even criminalized.17

Additionally, powerful interests, through economic policies and prac-
tices, have also caused many states’ violent separation from their own 
capacity and authority to employ social protection programs to fulfill the 
capabilities and rights of their populace to achieve food security and nutri-
tion (see A. Eide 2005, 12–17). Behind this, one can find structural adjust-
ment policies implemented since the 1970s by the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank as a condition for international financial 
loans. Since 1994 and the finalization of the Uruguay Round of the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), states’ tools to protect the rights 
of those in their territory, including through the use of subsidies, tariffs, 
and regulation, have been further compromised. States ability to meet their 
protect obligations in the trade context was stifled at the very same time 
as the right to adequate food and nutrition system started to develop. The 
1994 GATT reduced the ability of states to protect their own food systems 
and economies, promising that international trade and a free market opti-
mize food supply. The Uruguay Round facilitated industrial monopolies to 
expand delivery of commercialized forms of medical cures for malnutrition, 
be it folic acid for pregnant women or ready to use foods (RUFs) for young 
children, without addressing the structural conditions of rights violations 
that instigate malnutrition and hunger and without consideration of the role 
of nutrition in local food systems and economies (see Madeley 2000).

The present agroindustrial, capital, and chemical input intensive agricul-
tural model of production results in the violent separation of peoples from 
their culturally traditional eating patterns. This model of food production, 
which is based on extensive production, monocultures, genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs), reduced biodiversity, monopolization, and verticaliza-
tion of production, has a direct effect on water and soil contamination, 
rural exodus, climate change, and the reduction of diet diversity, safety, and 
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348 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

nutritional quality. This violent destruction of the manner in which indi-
viduals and peoples have traditionally fed themselves is a structural cause of 
hunger and malnutrition for current and future generations. Hunger results 
from the eviction, landgrab, and low wages, among other grievances, that 
are caused by such violence, while malnutrition results from the lower qual-
ity of food, reduction of food diversity, and food contamination prevalent 
in the current model of food production. The present model does not take 
into account the real social, cultural, environmental, health, climate change, 
and other human costs that heavily subsidize the profits of the food and 
agricultural corporate sector, and, instead, transfers these human costs to 
the directly affected populations (i.e., agricultural workers, consumers, 
evicted populations, etc.) and to society as a whole. Furthermore, this model 
has also subsidized the industrial and services sectors by increasing their 
profits through the maintaining of food costs artificially low and excluding 
small-scale producers from the markets through dumping practices (see also 
chapter 5 of this volume).18

In a similar manner, the marketing and advertising practices of the cor-
porate food sector also result in the violent separation of peoples from their 
traditional eating and nutrition patterns, which is a structural cause of 
hunger and malnutrition. Through the inappropriate advertising practices 
directed at parents of infants, children, and adolescents, which combine the 
closely linked interests of the agribusiness and food industry, an increase in 
malnutrition has resulted in both developing and developed countries (see 
also chapter 4 of this volume).19

Another structural cause of hunger and malnutrition is the blatant struc-
tural violence against women and girls. This violence is sometimes enshrined 
in the law and/or policies; however, it remains especially present in the cul-
tural practices of diverse societies. Cultural violence is invisible due to the 
patriarchal lens that is still very much hegemonic in present-day global soci-
ety, with variations among countries and cultures, but still pervasive overall. 
Structural violence against girls and women takes place at the community 
and household levels in the form of child marriage, genital mutilation, and 
domestic violence, among others. These forms of structural violence are often 
hidden under the justification of cultural practices. This violence is further 
expressed through gender discrimination, limits on women’s rights to par-
ticipation, self-determination, control over their lives and bodies, food, equal 
remuneration, education, and lack of equitable access to natural and pro-
ductive resources, policies, and social services, with severe consequences on 
women’s nutritional status. Moreover, this violence is also a structural cause 
of the intergenerational reproduction of poverty and malnutrition, resulting 
in children’s poor nutritional status at birth and throughout their lives, even 
affecting their chances for survival (see also chapter 3 of this volume).

The structural violence against women and girls is also reflected in the 
attempts to collapse diverse aspects of women’s lives into their biological 
capacity, cultural roles, and emotional connection to motherhood. These 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 349

violences place on them the brunt of responsibility for ensuring the food and 
nutritional security of their family, in particular of their children, without 
effectively guaranteeing any of the needed prerequisites to fulfill this task 
or acknowledging the inequality of carrying the multiple roles assigned to 
them by society. For example, instead of ensuring that nutritionally depleted 
pregnant women and breastfeeding mothers have access to enough food to 
meet their nutritional requirements as part of the fulfillment of the rights of 
every woman, women’s human rights to adequate food and nutrition and to 
self-determination are subjected to the fluctuating whims and demands of 
public policy and the medical field, which make women responsible for their 
children’s health even to the detriment of their own health. The extreme 
expression of this violence is reflected in a phrase once heard by one coau-
thor of this chapter from a medical doctor in the field, certainly imbued with 
good intentions: “Even the most malnourished mother can still adequately 
breastfeed her baby, and she should.” Women are furthermore targeted by 
unethical marketing from breastmilk substitute industries that profit from 
poor women’s crises in spite of women’s right to have the best possible 
information about their and their children’s rights, health, and optimal 
nutritional practices, especially in emergency situations, as well as women’s 
right to protection from commercial pressures. Respecting, promoting, and 
fulfilling women’s rights, including their right to self-determination, will 
have repercussions beyond their own persons and will allow them to exer-
cise the powers they already have, which include the power to care for and 
feed their children and households (see Van Esterik 1999, 229; please see 
also chapters 3 and 4 of this volume).

Similarly, de jure or de facto discrimination—which is a form of structural 
violence—of different groups in regards to access to productive resources, to 
markets, to jobs, to wages, to public services, and to justice is a structural 
cause of the cycle of hunger and malnutrition around the world. Discrimina-
tion of certain groups, based on gender, socioeconomic status, race, ethnic-
ity, geography, religion, sexual orientation, age, sickness, and other forms of 
discrimination have an enormous impact on the perpetuation of hunger and 
malnutrition throughout a person’s life span.

Finally, the medicalization of nutrition, leading to assumptions that the 
health sector must intervene mainly with technical support, results in the 
violent separation of peoples from their local knowledge and governance 
capacity (see also chapters 2 and 5 of this volume). This form of violence 
depreciates the link to local food production as the best strategy to enhanced 
nutrition, and neglects preventive health strategies, including breastfeeding 
which we characterize as the most local of food systems (see also chap-
ter 4 of this volume). This vision overwhelms people’s self-determination 
and excludes nutrition education as a key tool to improve nutritional sta-
tus, especially when enhanced nutritional knowledge can promote auton-
omy. The medicalization of nutrition also tends to deal exclusively with 
pregnant and breastfeeding women and children, in particular by targeting 
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350 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

these groups and ignoring the nutritional status of all women, men, and the 
elderly throughout their respective life spans as an important determinant 
of malnutrition for all.

ADVANCES AND MISSED OPPORTUNITIES IN THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF THE LEGAL CONCEPT OF THE HUMAN 
RIGHT TO ADEQUATE FOOD AND NUTRITION

The violences exemplified in the previous section end up being ignored by 
the human rights instruments and system, including the field of the right to 
adequate food and nutrition. The invisibility of violences allows for huge 
cracks through which violations of human rights continue to be perpetrated 
without being identified as such, especially when policy implementers and 
human rights defenders lose sight of, or neglect the relevance of the indivis-
ibility principle.20

Over the last decades, different academics and practitioners have pointed 
to the need for a shift in the conceptual framework of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition in order to adequately address the structural 
causes of hunger and malnutrition.21 In spite of the limitations of the human 
rights system, we argue that human rights continue to be the best tool to 
address hunger and malnutrition. Human rights are the most powerful tool 
developed by humankind as a result of millennia of struggles against oppres-
sion and discrimination, against abuses of power, and for the promotion of 
human dignity for all. Sometimes we tend to forget that the human rights 
system is very young, and is and will always be in a process of development 
(see also chapter 1 of this volume). Even with its limitations, it has already 
demonstrated its capacity to limit the worst forms of abuse, and to keep a 
close monitoring eye on potential new forms of abuse, guaranteeing preven-
tion of violations, sanctions for responsible authorities and other perpetra-
tors, and remedies for victims. Through its identification of rights holders 
and duty bearers, the human rights approach provides a tool for those most 
affected to fight for justice, and it can be put to use for promoting a more 
just and equitable society. Nevertheless, this potential relies on the capacity 
of individuals and peoples to become aware of their nature as rights holders 
and to transform themselves into claim holders and thus denounce viola-
tions, and for governments, as duty bearers, to fulfill their obligation to 
provide effective and accessible recourse and accountability mechanisms for 
rights holders to make their rights enforceable.

Call to Revise the Conceptual Framework of the Right  
to Adequate Food and Nutrition

Aware of the failures in the fragmented conceptual framework of the right to 
adequate food and nutrition and of the need to make it more coherent with 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 351

human rights principles, Asbjørn Eide, during his tenure as a member of the 
United Nations (UN) Sub-commission on Prevention of Discrimination and 
Protection of Minorities, proposed changes in the 1980s. These proposed 
changes reflect the ideas that a collective of practitioners and academics 
working on the right to adequate food and nutrition had been theorizing.22 
A. Eide’s first public attempt at incorporating the nutrition and women’s 
rights dimensions into the conceptual framework of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition appears in a report commissioned by the UN 
Sub-commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights and 
published in 1989 (see A. Eide 1984a, b, c, 1989). In 1999, A. Eide updated 
his 1989 report upon request by the sub-commission (see A. Eide 1999).

In his 1999 updated report, A. Eide affirms that:

[T]he ultimate purpose of promoting the right to adequate food is to 
achieve nutritional well-being for the individual child, woman and man. 
(A. Eide 1999, para. 44)

In the same report, he goes on to say that:

[H]uman nutritional status is determined by at least three major clus-
ters of conditions which interact in a dynamic fashion, relating to food, 
health and care, and with education as a cross-cutting dimension. Food 
alone is not sufficient to ensure good nutrition for the individual. (A. 
Eide 1999, para. 44; emphasis added)

A. Eide’s 1999 report to the sub-commission points to the need to shift 
the framework on the human right to adequate food to the human right 
to adequate food and nutrition, and to take into consideration the data 
related to child and adult malnutrition, as well as the impact of hunger and 
malnutrition on morbidity and mortality rates. At the same time, A. Eide 
emphasizes the importance of incorporating the results of several related 
UN global conferences, such as the International Conference on Nutrition 
(Rome 1992), the World Conference on Human Rights (Vienna 1993), the 
Copenhagen Summit on Social Development (1995), and the Fourth World 
Conference on Women (Beijing 1995), among others, into the comprehen-
sive understanding of the human right to adequate food and nutrition. He 
also based most of his arguments on the literature documenting the inter-
generational reproduction of poverty and malnutrition and the life cycle 
approach, revised by the UN Standing Committee on Nutrition (SCN; see 
Commission on the Nutrition Challenges of the 21st Century 2000).

The central thesis of A. Eide’s reports, that the realization of the right to 
adequate food and nutrition is intrinsically linked to nutritional outcomes 
and requires the full realization of women’s rights, exhibits the complex 
structural conditions necessary to achieve the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition. The structural causes of hunger are relevant all along the 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



352 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

food chain, from access to land, seeds, and water, to food processing, mar-
keting and publicity, and to income and consumption patterns, up until 
the very moment in which food is effectively consumed, individually or 
in community with others by dignified and healthy human beings across 
their life spans. Moreover, this whole process is mediated by gender- and 
power-biased social structures. Ignoring this holistic reality of the human 
right to adequate food and nutrition, as part and as result of social pro-
cesses, leads to the fragmented understanding of food that was already iden-
tified in the earlier chapters of this volume.

A. Eide’s reports also reaffirms the understanding that the human rights 
approach to food and nutrition establishes rights for individuals, groups, 
and peoples, as well as obligations for states, and that these obligations must 
be seen in a holistic context. A. Eide’s view, which reflects the contributions 
of various members of the SCN working on the right to adequate food and 
nutrition, was depicted in the Food Security Matrix (see figure 6.1). The 
matrix, conceived by Asbjørn Eide jointly with Arne Oshaug and Wenche 
Barth Eide in 1987 (see W. B. Eide 2005, 77), captures the different levels of 
state obligations to guarantee the human right to adequate food and nutri-
tion. Looking at this simplified matrix, we can appreciate the complexity of 
the process of the realization of this right, and how that realization cannot 
depend on the fulfillment of one obligation alone, or on the fulfillment of an 
isolated dimension of the right.

Missed Opportunities Posed by General Comment 12 on the 
Right to Adequate Food and the Voluntary Guidelines to 
Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate 
Food in the Context of National Food Security

Unfortunately, an opportunity was missed when members of the CESCR did 
not listen to the alert reaffirmed in A. Eide’s 1999 report, in which he calls 
for the need to promote the human right to adequate food and nutrition, 
within a much broader spectrum of understanding:

The lesson to be drawn, however, in assessing the nutritional status of 
populations is that the underlying causality is often much more com-
plex than a single-factor explanation such as overall lack of food. And 
yet, adverse nutritional trends are all too often used to “demonstrate” 
the need for increased food production as the remedy. The “right to 
adequate food” may be as much a question of the full realization of 
the rights of women as of ensuring a bundle of nutrients handed over 
through food supplementation schemes. (A. Eide 1999, para. 28)

The decision—made by states parties at the World Food Summit (Rome 
1996) and stated in their Plan of Action—to request from the UN Office of the 
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and related treaty bodies 
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354 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

a clarification of the content of the human right to adequate food and nutri-
tion (see FAO 1996, objective 7.4(e)),23 opened up the possibility of a broad 
revision of the conceptual framework of this right. CESCR General Com-
ment 12 and the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) Voluntary 
Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate 
Food in the Context of National Food Security (hereinafter, Right to Food 
Guidelines), approved by the FAO Council in 2004 and published in 2005 
(see FAO 2005), were responses to the 1996 states parties’ request. These 
two new human rights documents nevertheless failed to effectively incorpo-
rate, in a comprehensive manner, women’s rights, gender, and nutrition into 
the revised framework.24 Despite the fact that paragraphs 7–11 of General 
Comment 12 address adequacy and sustainability (with special emphasis on 
dietary needs, adverse substances, and cultural and consumer acceptability, 
respectively), they do not tackle women’s rights, gender, or the relevant links 
between food and how, by whom, and for what food is socially produced, 
and their nutritional implications (see also chapters 1 and 2 of this volume).

The opportunity posed by General Comment 12 and the Right to Food 
Guidelines to understand the adequacy dimension of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition in a comprehensive manner, as proposed by 
A. Eide and colleagues, was missed. These two documents failed to define the 
human right to adequate food and nutrition as more than just the right to 
adequate food stuffs, which might compose a safe, culturally, and nutritionally 
adequate diet. In fact, a comprehensive understanding of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition requires understanding it also as a social process 
of producing food, of preparing food for oneself and others, and of eating and 
promoting nutritional well-being, as a capability required for the full achieve-
ment of the human development potential, and for an active and healthy social 
life, with self-determination and autonomy.25 The full realization of the human 
right to adequate food and nutrition must be regarded as a social process of 
how people, women and men, decide in sovereignty how to transform natural 
resources—that is, nature—into food that is adequate to produce and repro-
duce their human nature and cultural identity, how to care for each other, in 
particular for those with special needs, both as an individual responsibility and 
a collective obligation, how to achieve human growth and development, as 
well as nutritional well-being, and an active and healthy social life. This holistic 
approach must devote special attention to women and children with respect 
to their equal, interconnected, yet independent rights in the context of their 
specific nutritional needs (see also chapter 4 of this volume).

Fundamentals for a New Conceptual Framework for the  
Human Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition

In formulating a new conceptual framework for the human right to ade-
quate food and nutrition, we also utilize aspects of the capability approach, 
which was pioneered by Amartya Sen and further developed by a grow-
ing number of scholars, such as Martha Nussbaum (see Nussbaum 1988; 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 355

Nussbaum and Sen 1993) and Bina Agarwal (see Agarwal, Humphries, 
and Robeyns 2006). Based on the capability approach, we depart from the 
understanding that the realization of the human right to adequate food and 
nutrition requires the fulfillment of entitlements, freedoms, and capabili-
ties.26 Entitlements include access to natural resources, access to traditional 
land and territories, and to the set of foods that compose an adequate diet 
for the specific person. Freedoms include freedom of choice, freedom from 
violence, deprivation, and fear, as well as freedom to use natural resources 
to guarantee a sustainable livelihood and development that is in line with 
the rights to self-determination, to freely dispose of natural wealth and 
resources (see UN General Assembly 1966, art. 1, paras. 1, 2), and to exert 
food sovereignty. Finally, we consider nutritional well-being as a capability 
that enables growth and an active life, fulfills the development potential by 
allowing people to take advantage of educational, cultural, and other oppor-
tunities, and fosters sustainable livelihoods and agroecologically sustainable 
food systems, which, in turn, confer people the ability to choose adequate 
and safe food stuffs, reinforcing again local communities’ capabilities.

Based on this, we argue that the human right to adequate food and nutri-
tion includes both the entitlement to access adequate food and the capability 
of being well nourished, which implies the ability to work, be healthy, grow 
and develop to the individual’s full potential, and lead a healthy and active 
social life. As such, the human right to adequate food should be renamed the 
human right to adequate food and nutrition. The core element of the right 
must lie in the social, collective, and participatory processes of identifying and 
defining what adequate food means for specific social groups, communities, 
or peoples. In defining what adequate food means, culturally, nutritionally, 
safety-wise, environmentally, and socially, peoples will need to determine (a) 
the adequate way of producing it in order to guarantee social, environmental, 
and economic sustainability, (b) who should produce it, (c) how it should be 
distributed, and (d) how people could have adequate options to satisfy their 
culturally defined personal food habits, nutritional, and other needs, in an 
informed way and protected from abusive and false propaganda.

Therefore, the understanding of the human right to adequate food and 
nutrition should never be limited to the mere access to food stuffs, to a 
nutritionally balanced diet, or to relevant public services such as nutrition 
education or health care. The human right to adequate food and nutrition 
must extend beyond guaranteeing freedom from hunger to encompass how 
societies organize to feed themselves adequately and sustainably, in a par-
ticipatory way. It must guarantee the right of all—women and men, young 
and old—to have the access to and the choice of adequate food, and to enjoy 
a healthy and active life according to their potentials. It should incorporate 
the concept of adequacy that relates to all social, cultural, climatic, and 
nutritional dimensions of the available foods to compose an adequate diet. 
The human right to adequate food and nutrition should further relate to the 
sustainability of human livelihoods, of food production, and of economic 
systems, thinking about present and future generations. Thus, nutritional 
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356 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

quality and safety of the food produced should also be adequately incor-
porated in local, regional, and national agricultural planning. Furthermore, 
this right must include those who cannot feed themselves for reasons beyond 
their control.

This means that the core elements of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition would be the exercise of the freedom to:

• Collectively and sovereignly, with the equitable participation of all, 
define the ways, policies, and programs through which a society 
wishes to use its natural resources to produce, organize, and guaran-
tee the sustainable access to adequate, safe, and nutritious food for all. 
This must be in line with cultural and religious practices, taking into 
account the social, economic, political, and environmental sustainabil-
ity of the system, and exercising people’s food sovereignty.

• Individually—women and men—exert the self-determination to 
choose, and the entitlement to have access to nutritious and safe food 
that is adequate to meet individual specific needs, to achieve nutri-
tional well-being and capabilities, to reaffirm cultural identity, and to 
lead an active and healthy life. Female and male children need to learn 
these rights and freedoms, and have them fulfilled and protected, to 
carry forward the concept and implementation of self-determination.

The expanded concept of the human right to adequate food and nutri-
tion cannot be seen in isolation, if it is to be fully understood and effectively 
put to use. Rather, it must be seen in connection with the promotion of 
the realization of related rights, such as the right to health, the right to use 
natural resources, the right to work, the right to education, and the right 
to social security, as well as other civil and political rights. We further need 
to pay special attention to groups identified as discriminated against in, or 
excluded from, the enjoyment of universal human rights as a whole, includ-
ing women (CEDAW; see UN General Assembly 1979), children (CRC; see 
UN General Assembly 1989), indigenous peoples (Declaration of Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples; see UN General Assembly 2007b), displaced pop-
ulations (Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees; see UN General 
Assembly 1951), people with special needs and disabilities (Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities; see UN General Assembly 2007a), 
as well as food producers and providers, including peasants.27

THE FOOD SOVEREIGNTY FRAMEWORK FOR THE HUMAN 
RIGHT TO ADEQUATE FOOD AND NUTRITION: A PROPOSAL 
FOR A MORE ADVANCED AND INTEGRAL FRAMEWORK 
INCORPORATING WOMEN’S RIGHTS AND NUTRITION

This section continues to build upon the idea that the human rights system 
in general and the right to adequate food and nutrition in particular are not 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 357

immune to social, political, and cultural pressures. As this volume has tried 
to demonstrate, hunger and malnutrition are not natural; they are mostly 
the result of social processes. We could even say, provocatively, hunger and 
malnutrition are socially produced or “man-made.”28 The only way to con-
front hunger and malnutrition, therefore, is through social processes, such 
as international and national governance, democratic participation of all, 
legislation, public policies and regulations, and accountability. However, 
the current proposed policies to combat food insecurity and malnutrition, 
in particular of girls and women, are to a large extent ineffective and lead, 
at best, to partial solutions for social injustice. These proposed solutions 
are fragmented and based on conceptual frameworks that present several 
limitations, which do not allow for a comprehensive and holistic analysis of 
the causes of the problems. The fragmentations are the result of powerful 
interventions by political, social, cultural, ideological, and scientific hege-
monic forces that naturalize violence, disqualify opposing views, and make 
structural violence invisible.

The failure of the international community, national governments, and 
societies to overcome hunger and malnutrition, and, in particular, to pro-
mote and protect the food and nutritional security of women and children, 
is not accidental. It is not caused by a lack of political will or lack of policy 
coherence. In fact, there is a high level of political will to promote coher-
ence among the international financial, trade, investment, and development 
cooperation, among agricultural, industrial, employment, energy, and cli-
mate change mitigation policies, and even among compensatory social poli-
cies, such as safety nets, cash transfer, and food assistance policies, and to 
avoid coherence with human rights (see A. Eide 2005). This coherence, in 
turn, is closely linked with the interests of the small international financial, 
industrial, and agroindustrial elite, associated with national elites, and is 
facilitated and monitored not by the UN as a whole with all the states par-
ties, but by the Group of Eight (G8), and legitimized by the Group of Twenty 
Finance Ministers and Central Bank Governors (G20), in close coopera-
tion with the Bretton Woods Institutions and the World Trade Organization 
(WTO).29 In reality, these policies are the main cause for continued hunger 
and malnutrition and represent violations of the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition and related rights.

By proposing the food sovereignty conceptual framework to be used for 
the human right to adequate food and nutrition, which incorporates the 
nutritional and women’s rights dimensions, we seek to overcome the reduc-
tionism in which the human rights framework is being applied to public 
food and nutrition policies influenced by the above-mentioned groups of 
power. Furthermore, the new framework must resist the pressure to frag-
ment itself, if it is to become a conceptual framework capable of confront-
ing the structural pattern of violations of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition linked to the present hegemonic model. We elucidate how 
human rights covenants and treaties, if adequately interpreted and imple-
mented under the good faith principle,30 can remain the guiding framework 
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358 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

toward a society based on the promotion and protection of human dignity 
for all, in which governance and policies are coherent with the interests of 
the majority, while also seeking to eliminate all forms of discrimination and 
respecting the rights of discriminated against, marginalized, and disadvan-
taged groups.

Incorporating the Nutritional Dimension into the  
Human Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition

The human right to adequate food and nutrition is realized when individu-
als and communities have a healthy, productive, and active life, made pos-
sible, among other things, by their nutritional well-being.31 Thus, a more 
prominent inclusion of the nutritional dimension in the conceptual frame-
work of the human right to adequate food and nutrition is central for the 
proper understanding and realization of this right.

The human right to adequate food and nutrition entails the full process 
from increasing the yield in the field, to guaranteeing access to adequate 
food, and the promotion of nutritional well-being for all. The nutritional 
dimension must be taken into account at all phases of the food system, 
from the production of seeds, cultivation, harvesting, transformation, mar-
keting, and purchase, all the way to consumption and biological and cul-
tural utilization at the individual level, if nutritional well-being and human 
dignity are to be achieved. Nutrition, which is established at the interface 
between the food consumed and its utilization by the human body, guar-
antees the right to nutritional well-being. If we focus separately either on 
the harvesting fields that feed us or on the human bodies that consume the 
food, we may witness the reduction of the fulfillment of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition either to the sole increment of food production 
or to the development of institutions operating compensatory food assis-
tance programs or cash transfers alone. Furthermore, if instead of a holistic 
approach, we opt to delink the human right to adequate food and nutrition 
from its nutritional dimension, we run the risk of taking a medicalized and 
reductionist approach to nutrition and malnutrition.

This inadequate, medicalized, and fragmented approach, which thinks 
more in terms of quantifiable micro- and macro-nutrients, runs counter to a 
food sovereignty approach that focuses on sustainable food systems that sup-
port sustainable communities (see also chapters 2, 4, and 5 of this volume). It 
leverages the expansion of the global nutrition industry through short-term 
nutrition fixes, as is the case with the range of largely under-supervised RUFs 
distribution that can have negative impacts on local agriculture, breastfeed-
ing, and food practices, and lead to global dependency instead of local 
autonomy. In this context, civil society movements have voiced concerns in  
relation to international programs, such as the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) 
program proposed by the World Bank with the support of the Bill Gates 
Foundation and the United States and Irish governments, among others.32 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 359

From our analysis, such fragmented approaches also neglect the social and 
cultural dimensions of the human right to adequate food and nutrition, 
which are essential to guarantee social cohesion and peace in our societies.33

Building upon A. Eide’s remarks, we would like to add another dimen-
sion and remind the reader that not all types of food are able to lead to 
nutritional well-being.34 In reality, the food produced and circulated in the 
global food economy by the industrial agriculture and food processing can 
be highly monotonous and of limited nutritional diversity and value. Just as 
food alone is not enough to promote nutritional well-being and human dig-
nity, neither are health and care alone, especially without access to food pro-
duced within a sustainable, healthy, and agroecological process that allows 
for nutritionally rich, culturally sensitive, and diversified diets.

The nutritional dimension of the right to adequate food and nutrition 
represents the interface between food, social conditions, and human health. 
The act of feeding oneself, one’s own family, and others, when analyzed in 
depth, is one of the human activities that best reflects the wealth and com-
plexity of human life in society (see Valente 2002a). The eating practices 
and habits of an individual and family, the way food is produced, which 
food is produced, how food is commercialized, and which food is consumed 
and how, are the result of the history and the lives of ancestors. These prac-
tices are a reflection of complex relations between climate, environment, 
and decisions on what food is best for the health of the family and com-
munity, agricultural practices, how each society organizes the access to pro-
ductive resources, both agricultural and otherwise, and how human beings 
produce and reproduce themselves as healthy and productive individuals 
and communities. Eating also involves a strong sense of socialization, cre-
ativity, caring, religiousness, and spirituality. Food is marked by a strong 
symbolic link of humanity to nature. It is no accident that several religions 
involve food in their rituals, and that many national celebrations are linked 
with special food preparations that reaffirm cultural identity (see Valente 
2002b). All these aspects constitute the social and cultural dimensions of 
the human right to adequate food and nutrition. How food is produced 
and how human beings eat in different societies and cultures is, therefore, 
a central component of their human, economic, and social development, as 
well as a key component of their cultural identity. These cultural and social 
patterns concurrently include gender roles and duties that are often heavily 
biased against women, producing stereotypes which reproduce inequalities 
in social life.

Having economic and physical access to adequate and safe food and water, 
having access to healthy eating and life practices, and having guaranteed the 
enabling conditions to exert the appropriate choices in life are key elements of 
generating the adequate conditions for health and nutritional well-being for 
all members of a society. Directly producing food for consumption, working 
to have income to purchase adequate food, the act of feeding oneself, one’s 
own family, and others, guaranteeing that those who cannot feed themselves 
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360 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

are fed, and how this is organized at the community and societal level directly 
influence the capacity of these communities and societies to support the 
growth and development of their populations. These rights guarantees enable 
populations to lead healthy lives, work, actively participate in social life, and 
have adequate conditions to conceive and raise healthy children capable of 
taking advantage of educational possibilities to fully develop their potentials. 
In turn, these serve to further develop the well-being of these communities and 
societies. The nutritional dimension is intrinsic to this process. As our societ-
ies become more complex, the nature of food production, the social determi-
nation of eating practices, and their consequences in nutritional well-being 
become more intricate. At the same time, more and more individuals and fam-
ilies must rely on societal mechanisms to promote and protect their capacity 
to maintain adequate eating practices and nutritional well-being. This is the 
central role that must be played by public institutions—collectively instituted 
and managed—at the local, national, and international levels.

A revised conceptual framework of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition could also provide an excellent analytical tool to approach 
the different new forms of malnutrition, which affect millions of people in 
the world, including the growing epidemics of overweight and obesity, as 
well as eating disorders. These epidemics and their impact on life quality, 
morbidity, and mortality must be analyzed from a human right to adequate 
food and nutrition perspective and the patterns of violations of the right 
identified. There is enough evidence in the literature of the links of obe-
sity with the increased production, availability, and consumption of energy 
rich, nutrient poor, and ultra-processed foods, associated with inappropri-
ate marketing and advertising practices, particularly with those directed at 
children, adolescents, and pregnant and lactating women (see Commission 
on the Nutrition Challenges for the 21st Century 2000; HRC 2011b; see 
also chapters 4 and 5 of this volume). The present practices of the agroin-
dustrial and corporate food systems are essentially geared to profit-making 
based on overconsumption of highly processed, energy dense foods and 
lead to an increase in morbidity and a reduction in life expectancy, espe-
cially for the poorer segments of the population in both developing and 
developed countries (see Hesse-Biber et al. 2006). The double burden of 
malnutrition, as well as the links between malnutrition intra uterus and in 
early childhood with the increased risk of later development of overweight, 
obesity, and chronic degenerative diseases have been broadly documented 
and discussed in the literature (see Doak et al. 2005; FAO 2006; SCN 2006). 
There is a strong need for the discussion of possible human rights-based 
regulatory frameworks for consumer protection in this area, covering all 
phases of food production, processing, marketing, and consumption (see 
HRC 2011b). The responsibility for regulating and monitoring the system 
and for sanctioning in case of abuses is a public one, and it falls within the 
obligations of the state to protect and fulfill the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition.
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 361

Incorporating the Women’s Rights Dimension into the Human 
Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition

One structural bottleneck toward the eradication of hunger and malnutri-
tion that has been systematically overlooked, if not very frequently forgot-
ten, is the inclusion of women’s rights into the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition (see chapter 2 of this volume). Central to the inclusion of 
women’s rights is the understanding of the role of structural violence com-
mitted against women and girls when they are deprived of the totality of 
their rights and their freedom to choose how to live their lives, as a barrier to 
the realization of women’s human right to adequate food and nutrition (see 
chapter 3 of this volume). As a result of the invisibility of structural violence, 
many girls and women fall victims to child marriage, bonded labor, and ado-
lescent pregnancy.35 These girls and young women suffer the consequences 
of the double or triple burden of work from a very early age. They are 
deprived of their rights (e.g., their right to education, reproductive rights, 
etc.) and loaded with household chores and with the nutritional demands 
of bearing a child, while being themselves still in the growing period. These 
young women are also prone to having successive pregnancies, increasing 
the risk of maternal and infant malnutrition and mortality. The infant mor-
tality and malnutrition rates associated with adolescent pregnancies are 
higher than those of adult pregnancies and the risk of maternal death is 
three to four times higher (see UNICEF 2011). Adolescent pregnancies are 
among the most important causes of death for women in this age group. 
Similar consequences can be observed for adult women, when their right to 
self-determination, including their reproductive rights, are not adequately 
respected, protected, and promoted, even if to a lesser extent.

Case study 6.1 Women’s human right to adequate food and 
nutrition in India

According to official India government data, cited in the website of the 
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) India (2010), 36 percent of 
Indian women were chronically undernourished and 70 percent were 
anemic in 2005–2006.

India is an example that illustrates how serious the impact of the 
socially attributed low status of women and of violations of their 
human right to adequate food and nutrition can be, leading to hun-
ger, malnutrition, and infant and maternal mortality. Recent UNI-
CEF data show that 68 percent of the children admitted to programs 
for the severely malnourished ones were girls (UNICEF India 2010). 
Also according to the “Statistics” webpage at the UNICEF website, 
47 percent of the marriages in India were child marriages in the 
period between 2002 and 2011, reaching 57 percent in rural areas 
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362 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

(UNICEF 2013). Medical literature indicates that adolescent moth-
ers have a higher risk of having low birthweight babies. India has 
one of the highest rates of low birthweight in the world, reaching 28 
per 1000 live births between 2007 and 2011 (UNICEF 2013). Low 
birthweight babies have a much higher risk of dying before reaching 
age five, of developing more severe malnutrition, specially stunting,36 
and of developing chronic degenerative diseases in adult age (see UNI-
CEF 2006, 9). Close to 50 percent of the malnourished children in the 
world live in India (approximately seventy million), the prevalence 
of malnutrition among children under five years of age in India is 
among the highest in the world (43 percent for moderate and severe 
underweight and 48 percent for moderate and severe stunting between 
2007–2011; see UNICEF 2013).

Identifying the neglected women’s rights and gender equity dimensions 
in the human right to adequate food and nutrition conceptual framework 
and making them more visible and detailed in the legal framework would 
make the links between violations of the rights of women and children and 
hunger and malnutrition more visible. The acknowledgement of these links 
could make it easier to confront violations of the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition. By protecting and promoting women’s autonomy and 
self-determination, the human right to adequate food and nutrition will be 
better able to be used as a tool to overcome the structural violence and 
discrimination that prevent women and their families from realizing their 
human rights. The result of the lack of inclusion of the women’s rights 
dimension into the human right to adequate food and nutrition can have 
drastically negative consequences, not only for women’s food and nutrition 
security, but also for that of their children and their entire families. Whereas 
interventions aimed at supporting women’s nutrition must be continued, 
their impact will remain limited if not associated with more structural policy 
and legal measures that protect women’s rights and are based on women’s 
human dignity.

An example of the negative consequences of the exclusion of the women’s 
rights dimension into the human right to adequate food and nutrition can 
be seen through the limitations of the interventions carried out by UNICEF. 
Despite all of the evidence linking malnutrition to a low socioeconomic sta-
tus of women, UNICEF continues to prioritize limited interventions that 
neglect structural causes. For example, UNICEF interventions attempt—in 
a reductionist way—to improve adolescent girls’ nutrition, maternal nutri-
tion during pregnancy and lactation, breastfeeding, and children’s nutri-
tion during the first two years of life, without due attention to the extreme 
structural violence and exclusion to which these girls and women are sub-
mitted throughout their lives. Under UNICEF, emphasis is also placed on 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 363

the empowerment of women, but again not enough attention is given to 
guaranteeing the needed social and legal protection against discrimination 
of women and girls, against femicide, against child marriage, nor to promot-
ing gender equity in access to food, land, work, remuneration, education, 
inheritance, and other related rights.

The Sixth Report on the World Nutrition Situation of the SCN (2010) 
revisits the issue of the relationships among women’s nutrition and the 
intergenerational cycle of growth failure (see Shrimpton 2010). Adding a 
human rights lens to the points raised by the report allows us to state that 
the main causes of the failure of public policies and programs to reduce 
child malnutrition, including low birthweight, wasting, and stunting, with 
the consequences of impaired cognitive development and obesity in adult-
hood primarily revolve around the lack of attention to the women’s rights 
dimension in the human right to adequate food and nutrition. First, the 
concentration of public programs on “after the fact” interventions such as 
rehabilitation, exclusive breastfeeding, and supplementary feeding places 
the center of the responsibility for this on the household and on the mothers 
and ignores the role of governments as duty bearers with the obligation to 
respect, protect, promote, facilitate, and provide the right to adequate food 
and nutrition. Similarly, the SCN report exemplifies the fact that insufficient 
attention is given to women’s nutritional status prior to conception and 
to the social conditions and role of adolescent pregnancy, which results in 
violations of women’s human rights. Adolescent pregnancy places a severe 
burden on the nutritional well-being, growth, and development of the still 
growing girl, even if provided with an adequate diet. This lack of public 
policy attention to the nutritional well-being of women and adolescent girls 
throughout their life spans results in the violation of their human rights, 
including the human right to adequate food and nutrition.

If we go deeper into reading the SCN report, the data go even further, 
pointing to the fact that public policies do not take into account violations 
of other dimensions of women’s rights. The report points to the negative 
health and nutritional impacts of adolescent pregnancy for the woman, 
which includes lower stature and malnutrition. It also points to the fact that 
such an early pregnancy represents a risk for her life, which is four times as 
high as for an adult pregnancy. Finally, the report highlights the magnitude 
of child marriage in the developing world and the role it plays in leading to 
adolescent pregnancy by reporting that 33 percent of weddings overall, and 
in some countries more than 50 percent, are child marriages, involving chil-
dren below the age of eighteen. The report discusses the case study of India, 
where child marriage represents almost 50 percent of all marriages, despite 
its illegal status according to Indian National Law and the fact that involun-
tary child marriage is a violation of CRC and CEDAW, in clear violation of 
women’s and children’s rights (see de Silva-de-Alwis 2008).

This SCN report, therefore, gives clear leads as to the links among the 
different types of violence against women. It links child marriage to early 
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and adolescent pregnancy, associated nutritional deprivation and stunting, 
risk of death, distancing from family, workload, and imposed obligations of 
child care and breastfeeding.

Taking into account that a significant percentage of low birthweight 
infant mortality and stunting is associated with adolescent pregnancies, and 
that this malnutrition in early childhood will have clear consequences in 
terms of reduced cognitive and working capacities, a significant part of child 
malnutrition and hunger in the world, at least that of women and children, 
is directly linked to women´s rights violations. These structural causes of 
hunger and malnutrition include non-compliance with obligations related 
to women’s rights in the form of inadequate protection against violence 
and discrimination, violations of partnership and reproductive rights, viola-
tions of the freedom of choice, as well as violations of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition.

To aggravate the situation, policies tend to make women invisible, in par-
ticular when they ignore the diversity of women’s roles throughout their life 
spans and instead reduce them to that of motherhood. Women are, in many 
official documents, viewed as “future mothers” from conception or birth 
onwards, and are often not taken into account in policies and programs in 
other phases of life or if they decide not to become mothers (see also chap-
ter 2 of this volume).

The SCN report also identifies the UNICEF conceptual framework on 
the causes of child malnutrition as partly responsible for the invisibility of 
women’s rights.37 The UNICEF framework, as utilized today, does not cap-
ture the significant role that women’s good nutritional status prior to, and 
independently of, becoming a mother has for the offspring. The UNICEF 
report takes on a particularly strong medical sector approach and, within 
that, a clear prioritization for the curative approach that emphasizes disease, 
death, and provision of health services, instead of one more conducive to the 
promotion of health and prevention of malnutrition. It further concentrates 
the focus of the underlying causes at the household level and, within that, 
on the role of the woman, here seen in her role as the mother. The possible 
causes for inequalities among the households are mentioned, but the focus 
is on the isolated household.38 The framework also tends to hide, or make 
invisible, the relationship of the household situation with the distribution of 
land, power, and income in the local society, and neglects the role of power 
and social relations that lead the woman to be in that household, to become 
a mother, and to stay there under particular conditions. This narrow and 
inadequate approach therefore “imprisons” or “captures” the woman in 
her role as a mother, and stresses her role as a provider of breastfeeding, 
child care, and food security. As a result, this framework neglects to recog-
nize that she, as a woman, has rights and should have the freedom to decide 
whether she wants to get married and to have a child and when.

We recognize that the UNICEF framework, if well used, represents a potent 
tool to support a more in-depth analysis of the social determinants of child and 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 365

maternal malnutrition, especially if it fully takes into account the applicable 
underlying and basic causes to the case under study. Unfortunately, its present 
use seems to be very limited to a preconceived set of causes. We, therefore, 
strongly recommend that researchers and others interested in the framework 
use it in conjunction with the original framework proposed by Urban Jons-
son (1981). Jonsson’s framework provides good guidance on how to identify 
the relevant causes at all levels—underlying, basic, and immediate—and thus 
provides a more holistic review of the structural causes of malnutrition.

The promotion of girls’ and women’s overall rights across their life spans, 
which, among others, include access to self-determination and autonomy, 
education, productive resources, jobs, income, sexual and reproductive 
rights, reproductive-related information and services, adequate preven-
tive and curative health care, and fair and unbiased partnerships, not only 
enables women and girls to freely decide whether and when to become 
mothers, but it also has a positive impact on their overall nutritional sta-
tus, on their pregnancy outcomes, and on their babies’ survival and health. 
For example, the above-mentioned SCN Sixth Report on the World Nutri-
tion Situation provides case studies of how universal programs that benefit 
women with cash transfers, independently of whether they are pregnant or 
not, have a very positive effect in terms of increased overall birthweight, 
when the women decide to have babies (SCN 2010). Furthermore, this 
improved pregnancy outcome should be accompanied by information and 
support to the mothers and their families on best possible infant, baby, and 
young child feeding practices.

The People’s and Food Sovereignty Framework for the Human 
Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition

The people’s and food sovereignty framework for the right to adequate 
food and nutrition emerges from the right of people and peoples to 
self-determination and the control over their essential resources and relates 
to decisions to overall food and nutrition (see Declaration of Nyéléni; 
Forum for Food Sovereignty 2007a). The inclusion of this concept into the 
legal framework of the human right to adequate food and nutrition could 
represent an additional tool to foster conditions for the local populations 
to participate in political discussions related to overall food, nutrition, eco-
nomic, financial, labor, health, and agricultural policies. These discussions 
could revolve around land utilization and tenure, social, economic, and 
environmental sustainability, access to local and regional markets, access to 
jobs and adequate remuneration, and adoption of agricultural production 
models that result in adequate, nutritious, and safe food, less contamination 
of soil and water, and the increased protection of the health of producers 
and surrounding communities.

The inclusion of this concept is also associated with the perspective of the 
right to sustainable livelihoods, food and nutrition systems, and economies, 
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366 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

based on agroecological principles. These principles guarantee the reduction 
of agricultural workers and surrounding communities’ exposure to toxic 
substances and the reduction of soil and water contamination and support 
the production of safe and nutritious foods and the protection and promo-
tion of the human right to adequate food and nutrition of present and future 
generations.39 It is not enough to talk about nutrition and sustainable liveli-
hoods separately, we must work with them in an integrated manner (see also 
chapter 5 of this volume). Nutritional and health concerns of producers and 
consumers must be reflected in the decision of what foods to produce and 
how, guaranteeing at the same time in each region or territory the maximum 
possible food quality and diversity for local trade, local consumption, and 
the nutritional health and well-being of local and regional populations. This 
would also reduce dependence on imports and vulnerability to food price 
fluctuations (see HRC 2010).

Concrete Proposal for the Redefinition of the Conceptual 
Framework of the Human Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition

Our proposal entails a three-pronged approach based on a holistic con-
cept of the human right to adequate food and nutrition that uses the food 
sovereignty framework and includes nutrition and women’s rights while 
promoting more internal coherence and inclusiveness within the conceptual 
framework, as well as external coherence with other related human rights:

• People’s and food sovereignty.40 First, we propose moving from a food 
security framework to a food sovereignty framework by:

i. Placing peoples’ and communities’ right to self-determination at 
the center. Peoples and communities should have the capability to 
use their natural resources to guarantee their development and to 
freely dispose of and utilize their natural wealth and resources in 
order to realize their human right to adequate food and nutrition 
(see UN General Assembly 1966, art. 1, paras. 1 and 2). This capa-
bility should be recognized in the legal framework. Furthermore, 
the practical implementation of food sovereignty as the right’s 
framework should include the establishment of a set of practices 
and policies that guarantee peoples’ and communities’ ability to 
establish sustainable local, regional, and national food systems and 
the capability to feed themselves, their families, and their commu-
nities with healthy and safe foods that guarantee their nutritional 
well-being, in accordance with what they jointly decide. Peoples 
and communities should also have the right to directly participate 
in the elaboration, budgeting, decision-making, implementation, 
and monitoring of related public policies and programs, at all 
levels.
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 367

ii. Incorporating the dimension of environmentally sustainable food 
systems. Incorporating the dimension of sustainable livelihoods 
and agroecological principles to food systems, with reduced cli-
mate change impact, will guarantee the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition for the present and next generations.

• Internal coherence. Second, we call for the strengthening of the 
internal coherence of the conceptual framework defined by CESCR 
General Comment 12 (CESCR 1999b), and for making it more 
comprehensive by:

i. Fully incorporating the nutritional dimension. Inseparably link-
ing the nutritional dimension, including its dietary adequacy com-
ponent, into the human right to adequate food, understood as 
a capability and thus, renaming the right to adequate food “the 
right to adequate food and nutrition,” is a necessary step for prop-
erly developing its normative content and for its full realization. 
The incorporation of the nutrition dimension would also include 
the recognition of the close linkage and indivisibility between 
food, nutrition, and health. In line with this, and departing from 
a holistic approach, the reframing of the conceptual framework 
should also take into consideration the content of CESCR General 
Comment 14 on The Right to the Highest Attainable Standard of 
Health (CESCR 2000), General Recommendation 24 on Women 
and Health issued by the United Nations Committee on the Elimi-
nation of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW Committee; 
see CEDAW Committee 1999), as well as General Comment 15 
on The Right of the Child to the Enjoyment of the Highest Attain-
able Standard of Health issued by the United Nations Committee 
on the Rights of the Child (CRC Committee; see CRC Committee 
2013, as well as chapter 2 of this volume).

ii. Reaffirming the interconnection among specific state obligations 
and general obligations.41 At the analytical and implementation 
levels, it is important to recognize the interconnection between the 
specific state obligations to (a) respect, (b) protect, and (c) fulfill, 
including their extraterritorial dimension,42 and the general obli-
gations to (a) not discriminate, (b) progressive realization, includ-
ing the prohibition of retrogression and the existence of minimum 
core obligations,43 which should be implemented immediately, 
and (c) international cooperation.

iii. Incorporating women’s rights and promoting gender equity 
dimensions. The right should effectively recognize the need to 
promote and protect the self-determination and autonomous 
development of girls and women. Promoting women’s human and 
reproductive rights and choices, including their protection against 
structural violence and discrimination, is a prerequisite to reduce 
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368 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

violations of the human right to adequate food and nutrition (see 
also chapters 3 and 4 of this volume). Ensuring recognition of this 
dimension within the right would protect women’s human right to 
adequate food and nutrition, whether or not they are mothers, as 
well as reduce infant, child, and maternal malnutrition.

iv. Incorporating the dimensions that enable individuals and peoples 
to have stable access to adequate food. The right should reaffirm 
the dimensions of access to natural resources, jobs, and adequate, 
fair, and equal pay, adequate working conditions, social security 
and emergency assistance, as well as the dimension of sustainable 
livelihoods and agroecological principles to food systems.

v. Affirming people’s and food sovereignty. Affirming this within the 
right will serve as an enabling condition for, and integral part of, 
the promotion and protection of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition at local, national, and international levels, within 
the framework of self-determination to empower sustainable food 
systems.

• External coherence. Third, we call for the strengthening of the exter-
nal coherence of the right with the human rights approach, within the 
indivisibility of rights by:

i. Demonstrating links between documented cases of violations of 
the human right to adequate food and nutrition with violations of 
other economic, social, and cultural rights. Explicitly linking vio-
lations of the right to adequate food and nutrition with other eco-
nomic, social, and cultural rights violations, such as violations of 
the right to water and sanitation, health, work, adequate, fair and 
equal pay, access to resources, education, and social security—all 
taking into account the gender perspective—in case documenta-
tion and civil society national reports will promote the develop-
ment of new standards by the CESCR and other UN human rights 
and technical organizations. Within this, establishing the links 
between violations of the right to adequate food and nutrition 
and other economic, social, and cultural rights will also enable 
the development of bridges between the conceptual frameworks 
of the various rights and serve to unify the struggles of affected 
populations.

ii. Demonstrating links between violations of the human right to ade-
quate food and nutrition and of civil and political rights. Making 
explicit the links between violations of the right to adequate food 
and nutrition and violations of rights related to the protection 
of human rights defenders, extralegal executions and other forms 
of criminalization, democratic participation, and personal integ-
rity, among others, in case documentation and national reports 
will enable the development of bridges between the conceptual 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 369

frameworks of these rights. Within this, special attention should 
be paid to the links between violations of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition and those of women’s and children’s 
rights, among other discriminated against, marginalized, and dis-
advantaged populations.

The People’s and Food Sovereignty Matrix: Capturing the New 
Proposed Conceptual Framework for the Human Right to 
Adequate Food and Nutrition

In a previous section of this chapter, we introduced the Food Security 
Matrix proposed by A. Eide in his 1989 report. With this matrix, A. Eide 
attempted to demonstrate how the obligations of the states must be looked 
at from a holistic point of view, based on the pillars of food security. In the 
revised matrix presented in this section—the People’s and Food Sovereignty 
Matrix—we try to depict state obligations within the people´s and food 
sovereignty framework, as proposed in our broadened understanding of the 
human right to adequate food and nutrition.

A. Eide’s Food Security Matrix concentrates on state obligations related 
to guaranteeing food adequacy (nutritional, safety, and cultural), vi-
ability in procurement (access and availability), and sustainability 
of access, all of which are directly related to intrinsic characteris-
tics of the food stuffs and how to access them. However, the new 
proposed matrix broadens the obligations from a food sovereignty 
perspective (see table 6.1).44 These expanded obligations include 
four dimensions. The first column, “Sustainable supply of adequate 
food,” depicts the social and political processes toward a sustain-
able supply of adequate food, which include participatory policy 
elaboration, decision-making, implementation, and monitoring (see 
table 6.2). Secondly, with its second column entitled “Stable access 
to adequate food,” the matrix focuses on how to guarantee stable 
access to adequate food, which encompasses access to resources, 
income and livelihoods, food supply public policies, and social se-
curity (see table 6.3). The third column, “Adequate food,” details 
how to guarantee food adequacy through an adequate quantity and 
nutritional quality of food that is safe and culturally acceptable 
(see table 6.4). Finally, the fourth and last column, “Eating, self- 
determination, and well-being,” illustrates how to guarantee that 
individuals realize their human right to adequate food and nutrition 
in line with self-determination, freedom of choice, and human dig-
nity, from the moment in which the food is produced to the moment 
it is eaten and digested, and transformed into nutritional well-being 
(see table 6.5).
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Normative principles 
(people’s and food 
sovereignty attributes) 

Sustainable supply 
of adequate food Stable access to adequate food Adequate food Eating, self-determination, and well-being

Categories of state 
obligations

Collectively 
managed, 

participatory, 
social, economic, 

political, 
environmentally 
sustainable food 

systems

Natural 
and 

productive 
resources

Work, 
livelihoods, 
and income

Food supply 
management 

public 
policies

Social 
security

Dietary 
adequacy 
(quantity 

and 
nutritional 

quality)
Food 
safety

Cultural 
acceptability

Autonomy 
and self- 

determination

Freedom to 
choose food 
to consume 

and feed

Nutritional 
well- 
being

Human 
dignity

Respect See table 6.2 See table 6.3 See table 6.4 See table 6.5

Protect

Fulfilli

   Facilitate

   Provide
Non-retrogression, 

non-discrimination, 
and use of 
maximum funds 
available

These core obligations apply for all levels of specific state obligations and for all dimensions of the human right to adequate food and nutrition included in this matrixii

Table 6.1 People’s and food sovereignty conceptual framework of the human right to 

 i Although under General Comment 12 “the right to adequate food . . . imposes three types of levels 
of obligations on States parties: the obligation to respect, to protect and to fulfil” and, “[i]n turn, the 
obligation to fulfil incorporates both an obligation to facilitate and an obligation to provide” (CESCR 
1999b, para. 15), General Comment 12 should be interpreted using an evolutive perspective and we 
should infer that it should have also evolved to entail all three levels of the obligation to fulfill (facilitate, 
provide, and promote) incorporated into later CESCR general comments. Nonetheless, whereas we 
believe that we should move in that direction, this matrix only focuses on the two levels of fulfill (facili-
tate and provide) listed in General Comment 12 and the missing level (promote) is subsumed under the 
obligation to fulfill/facilitate.

ii See A. Eide and Rosas (2001, 22, 26, 65–67, 154–5, 176, 185, 282, 367, 542, 547), Klee (2000, 104), 
Rossi (2006, 83), Sepúlveda Carmona (2003, 117), and Suárez Franco (2010, 60, 268). See also CESCR 
General Comment 3 on the Nature of States Parties’ Obligations (CESCR 1990, paras. 2, 9), Gen-
eral Comment 5 on Persons with Disabilities (CESCR 1994, para. 9), General Comment 11 on Plans 
of Action for Primary Education (CESCR 1999a, para. 10), General Comment 12 on the Right to 
Adequate Food (CESCR 1999b, para. 14), General Comment 13 on the Right to Education (CESCR 
1999c, para. 43), General Comment 14 on the Highest Attainable Standard of Health (CESCR 2000, 
para. 30), General Comment 15 on the Right to Water (CESCR 2003, para. 18), General Comment 16 
on the Equal Right of Men and Women to the Enjoyment of All Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(CESCR 2006a, para. 39), General Comment 17 on the Right of Everyone to Benefit from the Protec-
tion of the Moral and Material Interests Resulting from Any Scientific, Literary or Artistic Production of 
which He or She is the Author (CESCR 2006b, paras. 25, 26), and General Comment 18 on the Right 
to Work (CESCR 2006c, para. 19).
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Normative principles 
(people’s and food 
sovereignty attributes) 

Sustainable supply 
of adequate food Stable access to adequate food Adequate food Eating, self-determination, and well-being

Categories of state 
obligations

Collectively 
managed, 

participatory, 
social, economic, 

political, 
environmentally 
sustainable food 

systems

Natural 
and 

productive 
resources

Work, 
livelihoods, 
and income

Food supply 
management 

public 
policies

Social 
security

Dietary 
adequacy 
(quantity 

and 
nutritional 

quality)
Food 
safety

Cultural 
acceptability

Autonomy 
and self- 

determination

Freedom to 
choose food 
to consume 

and feed

Nutritional 
well- 
being

Human 
dignity

Respect See table 6.2 See table 6.3 See table 6.4 See table 6.5

Protect

Fulfilli

   Facilitate

   Provide
Non-retrogression, 

non-discrimination, 
and use of 
maximum funds 
available

These core obligations apply for all levels of specific state obligations and for all dimensions of the human right to adequate food and nutrition included in this matrixii

adequate food and nutrition: the People’s and Food Sovereignty Matrix

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



372 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

Table 6.2 The People’s and Food Sovereignty Matrix: sustainable supply of 
adequate food

Normative principles 
(people’s and 
food sovereignty 
attributes) 
Categories of state 
obligations

Sustainable supply of adequate food

Collectively managed, participatory, social, economic, 
political, environmentally sustainable food systems

Respect No interference with the positive social, political, economic, 
and ecological significance of diversified small-scale 
production systems and breastfeeding, in the state’s own 
country, as well as in other countries

Protect Development of national and international regulation to 
counteract activities that may erode social, economic, 
political, and environmental sustainability of food systems 
(including breastfeeding)

Protection of diversified sustainable small-scale food 
production systems in the state’s own country as well as 
in third countries, against third-party initiatives

Fulfill
  Facilitate Participatory formulation and execution of a national 

and an international food sovereignty strategy toward 
the consolidation of collectively managed, nutrition 
sensitive, participatory, social, economic, political, and 
environmentally sustainable food systems

Support breastfeeding education
  Provide

The People’s and Food Sovereignty Matrix can serve to guide efforts 
to analyze and/or elaborate public policies and programs within the new 
broadened framework of the human right to adequate food and nutrition, 
fully integrating gender, women’s rights, and nutrition, as well as the food 
sovereignty principles.

Under the proposed people’s and food sovereignty framework, in order 
for states to respect, protect, and fulfill the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition in an integrated manner, they must ensure that all under their 
jurisdiction—individually or in community with others—have continued 
and stable physical and economic access to a sustainable supply of ade-
quate food and that all enjoy the right to self-determination and well-being. 
Below, we detail the three levels of state obligations for meeting the human 
right to adequate food and nutrition in an integrated manner, specifically 
taking into account the different dimensions of the people’s and food sover-
eignty framework depicted in the proposed People’s and Food Sovereignty 
Matrix.45
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Table 6.4 The People’s and Food Sovereignty Matrix: adequate food

Normative 
principles 
(people’s and 
food sovereignty 
attributes) 
Categories of
state obligations

Adequate food

Dietary adequacy 
(quantity and 

nutritional quality) Food safety
Cultural 

acceptability

Respect No interference 
with the 
recognition of 
the positive 
nutritional 
aspects of 
existing food 
patterns, 
intrinsic to 
diversified food 
systems, with 
breastfeeding as 
superior food 
for infants and 
young children

No interference 
with the 
recognition of 
positive safety 
aspects of 
agroecological 
production 
systems

No interference 
with the 
recognition of 
the significance 
of food culture 
as part of a 
wider cultural 
identity

Protect Prevention of 
distortion of 
the perception 
of positive 
nutritional 
aspects of 
existing food 
patterns (e.g., 
protection of 
breastfeeding)

Regulation of 
negative and 
potentially 
negative 
third-party 
initiatives (e.g., 
marketing 
practices, 
publicity, etc.)

Development of 
national and 
international 
regulation on 
food safety

Regulation of 
negative and 
potentially 
negative 
third-party 
initiatives (e.g., 
agro-chemicals, 
junk food, etc.)

Counteraction of 
non-state actors’ 
influences which 
may erode 
positive aspects 
of food culture

Regulation of 
negative and 
potentially 
negative 
third-party 
initiatives (e.g., 
introduction 
of GMOs 
against the 
precautionary 
principle or 
without the 
needed public 
information)

(Continued)
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Normative 
principles 
(people’s and 
food sovereignty 
attributes) 
Categories of
state obligations

Adequate food

Dietary adequacy 
(quantity and 

nutritional quality) Food safety
Cultural 

acceptability

Fulfill
  Facilitate Correction of 

negative aspects 
of existing food 
patterns

Incorporation 
of nutritional 
considerations 
in all relevant 
policies and 
programs

Promotion of 
positive food 
practices, 
including 
breastfeeding

Establishment of 
a national and 
international 
system of food 
control and 
inspection

Promotion and 
support of 
positive food 
culture aspects 
(e.g., seed banks) 
in all relevant 
policies and 
programs

  Provide Formulation and execution of policies and programs aimed at 
guaranteeing the right to adequate food and nutrition of 
individuals, groups, and communities which, for reasons 
beyond their control, are found in conditions of food 
insecurity, hunger, and malnutrition. These programs should 
respect all other dimensions of the right to adequate food 
and nutrition, avoid interfering with the right to adequate 
food and nutrition of other communities, incorporate a 
strong component toward promoting the capacity of the 
affected communities to feed themselves in dignity, and 
protect them against abuses from non-state parties

Table 6.4 (Continued)

Specific obligations: the obligation to respect. At the first level, the obli-
gation to respect requires states, as representatives of the public interest 
and managers of public resources, to abstain from negatively impacting the 
realization of individuals’ and peoples’ right to adequate food and nutrition, 
both in their own territories and in other territories, in recognition of their 
extraterritorial state obligations. Under the new proposed matrix, in order 
to ensure a sustainable supply of adequate food and nutrition, states should 
respect the positive social, political, economic, and ecological significance of 
diversified small-scale production systems (see table 6.2).
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380 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

In addition, states should respect customary rights to means of produc-
tion, such as customary land, fishing, and hunting rights of indigenous 
peoples and rural communities in order to make it possible for these peo-
ples to satisfy their right to a stable access to adequate food (see table 6.3). 
States’ obligation to respect the right to adequate food and nutrition further 
implies respecting the right to breastfeed as a natural resource that ensures 
children’s access to adequate and nutritious food. At the same time, states 
should ensure recognition of the right of individuals and communities to 
seek an income, which includes the right to equal income for equal work by 
both men and women, in order to enable them to feed themselves and secure 
their basic needs. States’ food supply public policies should ensure the rec-
ognition of the right to an adequate, safe, and affordable diet, through-
out individuals’ life cycles. States’ recognition of the right of all to social 
security, including ensuring that the budget allocation to social security is 
not reduced irrationally, disproportionally, or against the law during budget 
cuts is also necessary for a stable access to adequate food.

Simultaneously, individuals and peoples need to have access to adequate 
food that is nutritious, safe, and culturally acceptable (see table 6.4). Under 
this dimension, states’ obligation to respect should ensure the recognition of 
the positive nutritional aspect of existing food patterns, intrinsic to diversi-
fied food systems. At the same time, states should ensure that the food is 
safe for human beings to consume by recognizing the positive safety aspects 
of agroecological production systems. States also have the responsibility to 
ensure that the food is culturally acceptable by recognizing the significance 
of food culture as part of a wider cultural identity.

Under the eating, self-determination, and well-being dimension of the 
framework (see table 6.5), states should respect the right of all, women and 
men of all ages, to autonomy and self-determination in relation to their lives 
and bodies. Furthermore, states should respect the right of all to choose 
their eating patterns and to feed their children and their families in the best 
way possible,46 to human dignity, and to nutritional well-being throughout 
their life cycles as a prerequisite to their right to fully develop their human 
potential.

The obligation to protect. Under the obligation to protect, states shall 
adopt regulations, implement monitoring mechanisms, establish investiga-
tion procedures, make available accessible remedy mechanisms, put in place 
sanction mechanisms in order to avoid abuses by non-state actors of the 
right to adequate food and nutrition, and enable rights holders—especially 
but not only women and children and those from disadvantaged and low 
income groups—to hold their authorities accountable and to end impunity 
of state and non-state perpetrators. To ensure a sustainable supply of ade-
quate food (see table 6.2), states ought to develop national and interna-
tional legislation to counteract activities by third parties that may erode 
the social, economic, political, and environmental sustainability of food 
systems. Similarly, states should protect diversified sustainable small-scale 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 381

food production systems in their own country as well as in third countries 
against third-party initiatives by regulating the expansion of the industrial 
agricultural model and by forbidding landgrab.

In order to ensure a stable access to adequate food (see table 6.3), states 
are called to develop national legislation and administrative mechanisms to 
protect access to productive resources by all, to protect against inadequate 
and unequal pay, and to protect producers and consumers against abusive 
prices. Within this framework, states should also regulate negative and 
potentially negative third-party initiatives, including labor violations by pri-
vate employers and the marketing of breastmilk substitutes, among others.

To ensure access to adequate food for all (see table 6.4), states are called 
to prevent a distortion of the perception of positive nutritional aspects of 
existing food patterns, with special attention to protecting breastfeeding 
practice and culture, which are in line with human dignity. Similarly, states 
ought to develop national and international legislation on food safety and 
counteract influences which may negatively erode positive aspects of food 
culture. In addition, states should regulate negative and potentially negative 
third-party initiatives, such as harmful marketing practices, the replacement 
of traditional seeds,47 and the introduction of agrochemicals, “junk food,”48 
or GMOs.

The obligation to protect the right to self-determination and well-being 
of all (see table 6.5) implies that states should develop national and interna-
tional legislation and administrative mechanisms to counteract third-party 
initiatives that erode and abuse autonomy and self-determination or instru-
mentalize people for their own aims. Mechanisms should also be created 
to assess the food and nutritional status of the population and to monitor, 
investigate, and redress potential violations of the right to adequate food and 
nutrition in line with the principle of human dignity. All of these legislations 
and mechanisms should pay special attention to girls and women, those 
with special nutritional needs, and those subject to other existing forms of 
discrimination and violence, which hinder the enjoyment of their human 
rights and in turn engender further violations of the right to adequate food 
and nutrition, not only of women, but also of infants and children. Further-
more, states should also regulate negative and potentially negative non-state 
actor initiatives and hold these non-state actors accountable for their human 
rights abuses, which include structural and domestic violence. States also 
have the obligation to prevent distortion of positive nutritional aspects of 
existing food patterns, such as breastfeeding, and to elaborate and execute 
policies and programs to prevent nutritional disorders, such as those related 
to water, sanitation, health, and care support, among others.

The obligation to fulfill. At the third level, we present two dimensions of 
the obligation to fulfill: the obligation to facilitate and the obligation to pro-
vide.49 Under the obligation to facilitate, states shall adopt as soon as pos-
sible all necessary measures in order to allow people to feed themselves in an 
adequate manner. Under the obligation to provide, states should guarantee 
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382 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

the access to food for people who are, for reasons beyond their control, not 
able to feed themselves. Such provision of food should be coherent with the 
nutritional needs and culture of the targeted population and accompanied 
by specific middle- and long-term strategies and measures that allow those 
who are capable to do so to recover their food autonomy.

Facilitate. In order for states to facilitate a sustainable supply of adequate 
food (see table 6.2), states will have to formulate and execute, in a partici-
patory manner, a national and international food and nutrition sovereignty 
strategy toward the consolidation of collectively managed and nutrition sensi-
tive social, economic, political, and environmentally sustainable food systems.

With the aim of fulfilling (facilitate and promote) their obligation to 
ensure a stable access to adequate food (see table 6.3), states ought to for-
mulate and execute plans, programs, and policies, including social security 
policies, that facilitate and assist all social groups to have access to produc-
tion resources, to work and seek an income, to an adequately priced food 
supply, and to adequate food and nutrition. In addition, states ought to 
elaborate legislation to promote breastfeeding, including labor laws to pro-
tect the right of women to breastfeed.

States’ obligation to facilitate the access to adequate food for all (see 
table 6.4) consists of correcting negative aspects of existing food pat-
terns, incorporating nutritional considerations in all relevant policies and 
programs, and promoting positive practices, which would include breast-
feeding, with the aim of ensuring that everyone has access to a diet that is 
adequate in terms of quantity and nutritional quality. In addition, states 
should establish national and international systems of food control and 
inspection in order to ensure the safety of its food supply. Finally, to ensure 
that food is culturally acceptable, states should recognize, promote, and 
protect positive food culture aspects in all relevant policies and programs.

This obligation would also entail states’ revision and reformulation of 
existing policies and programs to reduce violence and discrimination against 
women and other social groups affecting their right to adequate food and 
nutrition. In addition, states should formulate and execute policies, plans, 
and programs to inform and stimulate healthy adequate food choices 
that respect cultural values, a national and international food and nutri-
tion sovereignty strategy toward the consolidation of collectively managed 
and integrated food and nutrition sovereignty systems that include breast-
feeding promotion and the adoption of appropriate complementary foods 
that introduce children to their cultures (see Palmer 2011), and a human 
rights education and empowerment program. To facilitate human dignity, 
states should also mainstream human rights principles into all food and 
nutrition-related policies, avoiding the instrumentalization of rights holders 
and placing special emphasis on the most disadvantaged and marginalized 
groups (see table 6.5).

Provide. In order for states to provide adequate food and the rights 
to self-determination and well-being (see tables 6.4 and 6.5), they should 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 383

formulate and execute policies and programs aimed at guaranteeing the 
right to adequate food and nutrition of individuals, groups, and commu-
nities which, for reasons beyond their control, are found in conditions of 
food insecurity, hunger, and malnutrition. These programs should respect 
all other dimensions of the right to adequate food and nutrition, avoid inter-
fering with the right to adequate food and nutrition of other communi-
ties, incorporate a strong component toward promoting the capacity of the 
affected communities to feed themselves in dignity, and protect them against 
abuses from the part of non-state actors (see also HRC 2012).

General obligations. Moreover, the general obligations of using the maxi-
mum available resources for the progressive implementation of the right to 
adequate food and nutrition,50 non-retrogression,51 and non-discrimination,52 
are crosscutting at all levels of the specific state obligations and all dimen-
sions of the human right to adequate food and nutrition included in the 
proposed matrix (see table 6.1). These obligations call for states to imple-
ment strategies that allow them to progressively realize the rights of an ever 
larger and wider range of people, to refrain from deliberately taking steps 
backwards in the realization of these rights, to ensure that rights are being 
realized in a non-discriminatory manner, and to allocate the resources neces-
sary to realize these rights and implement these strategies.53

COLLABORATING WITH SOCIAL MOVEMENTS IN THE 
RECONCEPTUALIZATION OF A UNIFYING FRAMEWORK

The revised and strengthened human right to adequate food and nutrition can 
become a powerful unifying tool for orienting the new holistic approach to 
global governance for food and nutrition security, including policies against 
hunger and malnutrition, all within a gender perspective. In our opinion, 
the success of our proposal will ultimately depend on the capacity of the 
new suggested framework to attract the support of social movements to 
work together toward a unified conceptual framework of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition. These social movements should include those 
engaged in the struggle against the different violations of rights, directly or 
indirectly linked to the food and nutritional issues discussed in this volume. 
Examples of these include movements involving food sovereignty, peasants, 
small-scale farmers, traditional populations, landless, indigenous peoples, 
women’s rights, children’s rights, fisherfolks, environmentalists, agroecology, 
urban agriculture and gardening, farm workers, and community food secu-
rity, among others. Furthermore, an alliance among these different move-
ments would help build further cohesion and cooperation across north-south 
civil society groups and across urban-rural divides.

The starting point for an increased coordination among social movements 
could be an effort to jointly discuss and develop, in an inclusive manner, 
a new, clear diagnosis of where previous policy approaches have failed.54 
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384 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

These discussions could center on where policy approaches, including the 
conceptual framework of the human right to adequate food and nutrition, 
have been unable to capture the full complexity of the issue, have led us to 
fall into different sectorial traps in our artificially divided struggles, and 
have made it difficult to achieve increased unity. Furthermore, this recon-
ceptualization effort by social movements should have two priorities: to 
overcome the fragmentations in the conceptual understanding of the causal-
ity of hunger and malnutrition and to overcome the social invisibility of root 
causes of hunger and malnutrition. As previously discussed, fragmentations 
in the conceptual understanding of the causes of hunger have several coex-
isting presentations, which include undernutrition, micronutrient malnutri-
tion, overnutrition and obesity, and eating disorders. Within this frame, it is 
especially important to tackle the phenomena of nutrition transition, pres-
ent in both industrialized and poorer countries.55 The second priority, over-
coming the social invisibility of the root causes of hunger and malnutrition, 
requires particular attention to the invisibility of the situation lived by the 
most affected groups.

Our belief is that the new proposed framework will be effective only if it 
is able to successfully respond to the specific needs of the different sectors 
of the social movements and overcome violations and growing challenges 
of protection against new forms of violations faced by members of these 
movements. By addressing the specific concerns of social movements, this 
new proposal will be effectively perceived by the affected populations as 
a tool to guarantee the realization of their human rights and achieve their 
goals. Simultaneously, through the identification of links among the various 
struggles, new strategic alliances among the social movements will be forged 
and the collective capacity to increase pressure on governments, multilateral 
fora, and international institutions toward increased human rights-based 
accountability, including extraterritorial obligations and the regulation of 
the private for-profit sector, will be strengthened.56 A social movement-led 
reconceptualization of the human right to adequate food and nutrition 
framework will enable the push for a unified conceptual framework and 
place pressure on the national and UN human rights systems to adopt the 
new proposed concept in their new legal standards, such as in the form 
of resolutions, recommendations, and general comments. Furthermore, the 
understanding that any shift in power could result in a backlash by powerful 
corporate interests against social movements involved and their support-
ing actors requires any human rights framework to also ensure that human 
rights defenders are provided with the appropriate protection.

MOVING FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE: RECOMMENDATIONS

While cooperating with social movements in the reconceptualization of a 
holistic framework is an essential component of ensuring the success of 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 385

our proposed framework for the human right to adequate food and nutri-
tion, there are additional recommendations that we would like to make in 
order to advance our new comprehensive framework from mere theory to 
practice.

Closing the Gaps in the Human Rights System

An analysis of existing hard and soft law and international human rights 
standards allows us to affirm that most of the current challenges and gaps 
identified in this volume are still not adequately handled in a comprehen-
sive and coordinated manner. An updated conceptualization of the human 
right to adequate food and nutrition is needed to close protection gaps that 
have been overlooked for a long time and have weakened the effectiveness 
of strategies and policies to combat hunger and malnutrition. It is known 
that the change of main binding instruments—such as the human rights 
covenants ICESCR, CEDAW, and CRC—is, politically, very difficult.57 This 
change would require a huge investment of energy and would not necessar-
ily guarantee effective protection. Nevertheless, this should not be seen as 
an insurmountable obstacle to further advance and update legal protection 
and to further a reconceptualization of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition. We consider that the treaty bodies, which are in charge of the 
clarification of the content of human rights enshrined in the treaties through 
their general comments and recommendations, are competent authorities to 
take steps forward in the task of evolutive interpretation, advancing toward 
a more comprehensive conceptual framework of the human right to ade-
quate food and nutrition.

Recommendations for the United Nations Committee on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR)

First, we recommend that the CESCR come up with a new General Com-
ment on the Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition. This would entail an 
update of the conceptual framework based on the holistic concept of the 
human right to adequate food and nutrition, which uses the peoples’ and 
food sovereignty framework and incorporates nutrition, women’s rights, 
and gender.

• Incorporating peoples’ and food sovereignty into a new general 
comment.

i. This principle should be included in the new general comment as 
a condition of people to be able to feed themselves in an adequate 
manner. This reference should be linked to the existing recognition 
of non-discriminatory access to productive resources and income 
for all persons and peoples, and should include the obligation of 
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386 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

states to adopt affirmative measures to guarantee this access for 
the most marginalized and disadvantaged rural and urban indi-
viduals and communities.

ii. Moreover, a mention should be included that refers to the obliga-
tions of states to respect, protect, and fulfill the access of tradi-
tional communities and peasants to their territories, taking into 
account the definition of territories that social movements have 
developed.58 In this sense, states’ obligation to respect these terri-
tories as a condition for these communities to be able to maintain 
their livelihoods and to feed themselves in a sustainable manner 
should be mentioned in an explicit manner in the revised general 
comment.

iii. Under the obligation to protect, the proposed general comment 
would recognize that states should adopt regulations, monitoring, 
sanction, and remedy mechanisms to avoid threats and damages 
caused to individuals’ and communities’ livelihoods by the current 
agribusiness centered production model, including the practice of 
resource- or land-grab, which affects the human dignity of peoples 
and deprives them of their access to adequate food and nutrition.

iv. Also, under the obligations to protect and fulfill/facilitate, the new 
general comment would recognize that states should adopt mea-
sures regarding agroecological production models developed by 
peoples, thereby allowing them to maintain their traditional seeds, 
production, marketing, and consumption practices and traditions 
in order to guarantee food sustainability and a better use of natu-
ral resources.

v. Furthermore, states’ obligation to adopt adequate measures 
and coping mechanisms to avoid further climate change-related 
negative consequences on food and nutrition security should be 
included under the obligation to fulfill the right to adequate food 
and nutrition.

• Incorporating nutrition into the new general comment. Under the 
legal attribute of food adequacy, the nutritional dimension (nutritional 
well-being) should be fully included as a needed capability for people 
to realize their right to an adequate standard of life in dignity, for 
which nutritional well-being is a prerequisite.

i. Due to the linkage between food, nutrition, and health, the new 
general comment should be drafted in line with the content of 
CESCR General Comment 14 on the Right to the Highest Attain-
able Standard of Health (CESCR 2000), CEDAW Committee 
General Recommendation 24 on Women and Health (CEDAW 
Committee 1999), as well as in line with the content of CRC 
Committee General Comment 15 on the Right of the Child to the 
Enjoyment of the Highest Attainable Standard of Health (CRC 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 387

Committee 2013), so as to ensure that the strong linkage between 
food, nutrition, and health is highlighted.

ii. When dealing with state obligations, the new general comment 
should include the state obligation to adopt measures to combat 
the structural causes of hunger and malnutrition under the obliga-
tion to fulfill, both territorially and extraterritorially.

iii. Under the obligation to protect, states should adopt measures 
(regulations, monitoring, sanction, and remedy mechanisms) to 
protect people from negative consequences that marketing and 
advertising practices of the food corporate sector have on nutri-
tion, including the development of dependencies on globalized, 
commercialized, and medicalized production that replaces local 
capacities to achieve food and nutrition self-reliance.

iv. Nutrition must be linked to local, regional, and national food 
systems and economies, promoting autonomy, health, and sov-
ereignty with particular attention to the participatory rights and 
needs of women, infants, and small children in the development 
of sustainable livelihoods and food/production systems based 
on agroecological principles that respect and improve dietary 
traditions.

v. Non-pregnant and non-breastfeeding women and adult men 
should be included and particular attention should be given to the 
nutritional needs of children below two years of age, as well as of 
children after age two.

vi. Culturally adapted, regionally appropriate nutritional education 
to all human beings, independent of gender and age should be 
promoted.

• Incorporating gender into the new general comment. The strong gen-
der dimension of the violations of the right to adequate food and 
nutrition leading to infant, child, and women malnutrition should 
be well-developed in the proposed general comment, especially in 
relation to:

i. Gender discrimination in access to productive resources, inheri-
tance, jobs, salaries, education, and public services in general

ii. Structural and open violence against girls and women, which 
includes the institution of child marriage, household-bonded 
labor, sexual abuse, adolescent pregnancies, limited physical and 
social mobility, etc., which have negative consequences on the 
realization of the right to adequate food and nutrition

iii. Strong gender-biased imposition of responsibilities on women 
within food and nutrition security policies, without due recognition 
and promotion of overall women’s rights to self-determination, 
autonomy, freedom of choice, and equality, and without protection 
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388 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

against structural/cultural and overt societal and household 
violence

iv. Women’s equal right to participate in the design, adoption, imple-
mentation, and monitoring of food and nutrition policies at local, 
regional, national, and international levels

v. The concurrently independent and intertwined legal, biological, 
and cultural subjectivities of women and children during preg-
nancy/fetal development and lactation/infancy, particularly as 
they concern rights to self-determination, dignity, and well-being.

Secondly, the CESCR should take into consideration the approaches 
developed by the UN special rapporteur on the right to food and by other 
rapporteurs working with related issues.59 The committee could highlight 
the efforts that states should put in place in order to take into account gen-
eral and national recommendations produced by such special procedures 
with regard to the human right to adequate food and nutrition and related 
rights. During the analysis of national reports to the committee, the way in 
which states are complying with such recommendations could be revised, 
especially those derived from official visits and subsequent reports of the 
UN special rapporteur on the right to food or on related rights.

Recommendations for the United Nations Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW Committee)

Similarly, we recommend that the CEDAW Committee issue a General 
Recommendation on the Human Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition 
and Women—with a similar approach to the one proposed to the CESCR 
and departing from the perspective of the rights of women—and take into 
account the proposed conceptual framework in its General Recommenda-
tion on Rural Women, which is being prepared by the Committee at the 
time of this writing.60 Especially relevant would be to address more fully 
the consequences of violence and discrimination on the rights to adequate 
food and nutrition of women and the need for policies to tackle these issues 
in all phases of women’s lives. Policies should take into account the specific 
nutritional and food needs of all children, women, and men of all ages, as 
well as women’s special needs during pregnancy and breastfeeding, and for 
infants and young children through age two.

Recommendations for the United Nations Committee on the  
Rights of the Child (CRC Committee)

We recommend the evaluation of the adoption of a general comment devel-
oping the topic of children’s human right to adequate food and nutrition, 
with a similar approach to the proposal to the CESCR and CEDAW Com-
mittee, especially recognizing the interdependency among mother and child 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 389

and the need to protect mothers’ human dignity, even when policies to over-
come child malnutrition and hunger are addressed.

Recommendations for the United Nations Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)

We recommend that the OHCHR support the review of General Comment 
12 by the CESCR, promote the adoption of a General Recommendation 
on the Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition and Women by the CEDAW 
Committee, and promote the adoption of a general comment on the issue by 
the CRC Committee. We consider that the OHCHR could play an impor-
tant coordinating role during the process of adoption of such treaty body 
standards in order to guarantee adequate institutional coordination and 
coherence and to facilitate adequate consultations with civil society.

Fostering Institutional Coordination

A new conceptual rights-based framework for food and nutrition security 
must be elaborated, departing from the conceptual clarification presented 
in this chapter, in order to overcome the limitations of previous fragmented 
frameworks. Institutional coordination to carry out a diagnosis of bottle-
necks on the basis of the revised conceptual framework is necessary in order 
to better identify specific conceptual and political challenges to be tack-
led, and to have an adequate basis for the definition of pragmatic strate-
gies and guidelines to overcome them, including the identification of risks, 
which could negatively affect the process and the way to avoid or minimize 
them. A condition sine qua non for the effective achievement of this aim is 
the inter-institutional coordination between the diverse bodies working on 
economic, social, and cultural rights, gender and women, including mainly 
but not exclusively the competent treaty bodies. These could include the 
Working Group on the Issue of Discrimination against Women in Law and 
in Practice (WG DAW), the UN Entity for Gender Equality and the Empow-
erment of Women (UN Women), the Commission on the Status of Women 
(CSW), and the OHCHR. Once the specific objectives of elaboration and 
implementation of such framework are defined, local, regional, national, 
and international strategies—in line with the process of elaboration of the 
Committee on World Food Security (CFS) Global Strategic Framework for 
Food Security and Nutrition (GSF; see chapter 1 of this volume)—should 
be adopted.61

Fostering Full and Democratic Participation of all Constituencies

The strategies developed with the full participation of all relevant social 
groups and constituencies, in particular those most affected, will serve 
to guide the needed public and private activities to reach democratically 
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390 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

established goals related to overcoming the identified bottlenecks, at all 
levels. To this end, these strategies should ensure that the competent insti-
tutions, at all levels, establish mechanisms to guarantee permanent and 
autonomous participation of all relevant social groups,62 with special atten-
tion to those historically excluded and socially “invisible.” Moreover, the 
reorientation and coordination of public policies and programs toward the 
defined goals should be done in accordance with the principles of partici-
pation, accountability, transparency, empowerment, non-discrimination, 
and the rule of law, with the understanding of the priority of human rights 
and human dignity. Strategies developed should recommend the revision 
or establishment of new institutional and governance mechanisms, as well 
as new legislations and regulatory instruments as needed. Similarly, these 
should call for democratic and transparent public budget elaboration, pub-
lic funds allocation, execution, and monitoring in line with public goals, 
which allow social control. Finally, there should be a reorientation of UN 
activities related to the theme, on the basis of the revised conceptual frame-
work, based on adequate consultation with civil society, and with adequate 
representation of small-scale food producers, providers, and those most 
affected by food and nutrition insecurity, as guaranteed in the reform docu-
ment of the CFS (see chapter 1 of this volume).

Strengthening Accountability Systems

Increasing accountability, from the local to the global level, is one of the best 
ways to ensure that public policies do not result in the preferential treatment 
of the already privileged sectors of society. In order to ensure that everyone, 
and in particular the most affected by food and nutrition insecurity, benefits 
from public food and nutrition policies, it is necessary for governments to 
establish, and inform its inhabitants of the creation of, national and inter-
national mechanisms of accountability that are accessible to all groups, that 
allow for the right to adequate food and nutrition to be a truly claimable 
right, and that provide effective protection for all those who speak against 
human rights violations.

Fostering Accessible and Non-Discriminatory  
Accountability Systems

In order to ensure effectiveness, institutions must guarantee that account-
ability mechanisms are accessible, non-discriminatory, and consider the spe-
cific conditions needed to allow real influence of diverse constituencies. In 
establishing these mechanisms, it is important to take into account that, at 
least in the so called “not well ordered societies” (Rawls 1993, 15) and in 
the international food security governance structures, traditional represen-
tative democracy has failed to answer to the interests of the most affected 
communities. In order to guarantee the exercise of communities’ food 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 391

sovereignty, as well as the realization of their human rights, it is necessary 
to establish participatory mechanisms that allow the direct participation of 
different social groups and peoples in the design, adoption, implementation, 
and monitoring of food and nutrition-related public policies. These mecha-
nisms are essential to avoid abuse of power at all levels. Similarly, in order 
to ensure inclusion, cultural and context specificities have to be taken into 
account. Context specific factors to consider during the establishment of 
these mechanisms could include communicational culture, self-organization 
mechanisms, languages, infrastructure, communication possibilities, levels 
of knowledge, economical constraints, distances between communities, and 
administrative or political centers, among others.

Fostering Access to Recourse Mechanisms

Strengthening human rights accountability at the local, regional, national, 
and international levels will guarantee that the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition, within a gender equity perspective, does not remain as mere 
written clause, but is a truly claimable right. For that, people should have 
adequate rights, based on political, administrative, and quasi-judicial and 
judicial tools, at all levels, to make their authorities responsible for failures 
in the design, adoption, and/or implementation of food and nutrition-related 
public policies, strategies, and programs. These mechanisms should allow 
for social control of national and local management of public recourses 
to regulate authorities’ negligence, inefficiency, ineffectiveness, and corrup-
tion practices. Furthermore, to allow for effective participation, adequate 
information tools and the primacy of material rights over procedural hur-
dles should be guaranteed. Therefore, several existing procedures should 
be revised and adapted to make them accessible to the most disadvantaged 
sectors of society.63

Strengthening National Human Rights Systems

Moving toward the establishment of human rights national institutions 
based on the Paris Principles should be a priority.64 Institutions, such as 
national human rights commissions and ombudsman systems, should not 
just concentrate on civil and political rights, but better focus their work 
also on economic, social, and cultural rights, including the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition. These institutions should have the competen-
cies and autonomy needed to ensure the better promotion and protection 
of the human right to adequate food and nutrition, including its gender 
dimension, and should count with adequate budgetary resources to exercise 
such competencies. Moreover they should be engaged in the presentation 
of independent national reports on the realization of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition and its gender dimension to the UN treaty bod-
ies, independently from other state authorities.
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392 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

Strengthening Protection of Human Rights Defenders

All states have the obligation to inform all inhabitants of their territory 
about their rights, as well as about the existing available recourse mecha-
nisms. States must also train their public officers at national, regional, and 
local levels, on how to fulfill their obligations under national law and inter-
national human rights law. At the same time, strong attention must be given 
by states to the protection of human rights defenders, particularly women 
and other strongly discriminated and excluded social groups, against public 
and private violence linked to their mobilization for their rights. Open vio-
lence and criminalization of social movements, human rights defenders and 
organizations, many times linked to private corporate interests, is danger-
ously on the rise in the world. The reformed CFS could be seen as a space 
that allows for the accountability process to take place. This process could 
occur in close cooperation with the UN human rights system and with simi-
lar mechanisms at regional and national levels.

Encouraging the Ratification of the Optional Protocol  
to the International Covenant on Economic, Social  
and Cultural Rights

All states parties to the ICESCR should be called on to sign and ratify the 
Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (see UN General Assembly 2009), which includes three new 
mechanisms adequate to make accountable the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition at the international level: (a) the communications pro-
cedure, (b) the inquiry procedure, and (c) the interstate procedure. More-
over, the CESCR should ensure that the rules of procedure for the optional 
protocol (see CESCR 2013) truly allow the effective access of people and 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) advocating for their rights to this 
international justice, that is, allowing the participation of NGOs, strategic 
litigating lawyers to the claims, and amicus curiae advocating for the human 
right to adequate food and nutrition.65

Promoting the Creation of a Universal Human Rights Court

The proposal to create a universal human rights court, which would consti-
tute a binding justiciability mechanism for violations of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition and other rights, should be further discussed 
and adopted at the international level. States should make possible this level 
of justiciability, which has a huge potential of protection for those most 
affected by violations of their human right to adequate food and nutrition, 
especially against causes of violations and abusing power structures that go 
beyond the competence of a single state or a regional group of states (see 
Kozma, Nowak, and Scheinin 2010).
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 393

Fostering Better Regulations and Accountability 
Mechanisms Regarding Extraterritorial Human Rights 
Obligations (ETOs)

Better regulations and accountability mechanisms should be foreseen 
toward the compliance of ETOs of states in coherence with the Maastricht 
Principles on Extraterritorial Obligations of States in the Area of Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (Maastricht University and ICJ 2011). These 
should cover diverse policy fields, mainly: (a) investment, trade, and devel-
opment cooperation, (b) activities of intergovernmental organizations (IMF, 
World Bank, and WTO, among others), (c) state responsibility for viola-
tions caused by corporate private sector activities, with special attention to 
the food and agriculture international system, nutrition, health, and access 
to natural resources (among others, land, seeds, water, and raw materials), 
(d) border conflicts, and (e) climate change and environment with the objec-
tive, inter alia, of:

• Stopping all plundering activities of land, water, forests, and other 
natural resources by foreign and private corporate initiatives, and reg-
ulating the role of International Finance Institutions (IFIs) and other 
governmental and intergovernmental bodies involved in its promotion 
(e.g., European Commission, G8, WTO, etc.)

• Promoting peoples’ sovereignty over their natural resources above 
described and their right to decide how to use them for their own 
equitable human development

• Regulating and curbing the abuses of the chemical intensive industrial 
agricultural model of production, including its impact on soil degrada-
tion, soil and water contamination, labor abuses, agricultural work-
ers’ and human health in general, and monopoly practices in seed and 
retail control

• Regulating marketing and advertising practices of food corporations, 
with special attention to those involved in the production of “junk 
food,”66 and prohibiting any food publicity directly or indirectly 
aimed at children in all means of communication67

• Further strengthening regulation of marketing and advertising of 
breastmilk substitutes68

• Create an international enabling environment for agroecology and 
food sovereignty. This is to be achieved through measures including 
the review of multilateral and bilateral agreements in the area of trade 
investment

• In order to comply with their ETOs related to the right to adequate 
food and nutrition, states have to prioritize the nutritional needs of 
the disadvantaged and marginalized groups, with special attention to 
women in those groups.
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394 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

CONCLUSION

We have attempted to demonstrate that hunger and malnutrition are prima 
facie a consequence of the lack of fulfillment of states’ human rights obliga-
tions under the right to adequate food and nutrition and are reflections of 
the inequalities in our societies. While many work toward ensuring that all 
human beings have their human right to adequate food and nutrition guar-
anteed, so that they are capable of leading a socially productive, healthy, 
active, and dignified life, independently of their social status, ethnicity, reli-
gion, gender, etc., unfortunately, this is not yet the case for a significant 
proportion of people. Women, men, and children have been and continue 
to be excluded from the benefits of economic and social development. The 
results of this exclusion are especially visible in food-related areas and dis-
proportionately affect more women and children.

As discussed above, the failure to elaborate effective strategies to over-
come hunger and malnutrition originates from a set of complex issues. 
These issues, which are the fragmentation of the conceptual, legal, and 
institutional frameworks, the associated reductionism of solutions, and the 
invisibility and underestimation of structural processes, have led to ineffec-
tive policies against hunger and malnutrition. To a certain extent, all these 
factors are related to the fact that it is not in the interest of the hegemonic 
elites to question and really change these structural processes, inherent to 
a global model that clearly works in their favor. The present strategies and 
policies against hunger and malnutrition are, in essence, coherent with the 
strengthening of the global model that promotes more inequities. The great 
challenge we have tried to address is how to make these strategies and poli-
cies coherent with human rights principles and objectives to which states 
are obliged.

We have argued that the human rights system, while imperfect and subject 
to social and political influences, continues to be the best tool for addressing 
hunger and malnutrition. This tool faces the challenge of needed continuous 
evolution, which will allow it to close existing and emerging gaps in protec-
tion. In this context, our proposed conceptual framework for the human 
right to adequate food and nutrition would enable the human rights system 
to become a more effective tool to support human rights governance and 
coherent, people-centered, and gender sensitive policies to reduce hunger 
and malnutrition, while promoting healthy and dignified lives. This frame-
work has the potential to more effectively address the structural causes 
of hunger and malnutrition that are strongly linked to poverty, reduced 
capabilities and associated deprivations, power relations, and violations of 
women’s rights, causes which cannot be overcome with merely compensa-
tory measures. These causes must be tackled through holistic and integrated 
human rights-based policies aimed at redistributive measures and reduction 
of inequities in access to productive resources, public services, and social 
security, and by applying the principle of peoples’ and food sovereignty. 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 395

We also recognize that an essential component of the success of the new 
proposed conceptual framework is its ability to allow social movements 
to bring their experiences and knowledge to decision-making and imple-
mentation processes. Through institutional coordination and democratic 
participation of the various constituencies, strengthening of accountabil-
ity systems, and better regulation of ETOs, our framework can be further 
advanced from theory to practice.

NOTES

1. The principle of evolutive interpretation assumes that human rights are not 
static and, therefore, effective protection of these rights involves taking into 
account developments in law and society. For a deeper analysis of the evolu-
tive interpretation of human rights treaties see, inter alia, Sepúlveda Carmona 
(2003, 81). The effectiveness principle is a legal principle of interpretation 
that states that law should be effective, as to its operation. Since the overrid-
ing function of human rights treaties is the protection of individuals’ rights, 
their interpretation should make that protection effective (see, inter alia, 
Sepúlveda Carmona 2003, 79). As to the effectiveness principle as a rule of 
treaty interpretation, see the International Court of Justice (1950, 229). As 
to legal interpretation according to the development of international public 
law, see European Court of Human Rights (ECHR 2011), the website of the 
Icelandic Human Rights Centre (2012), as well as Sepúlveda Carmona (2003, 
73–112).

2. It is important to mention that there are other principles of interpretation that 
could be considered; however, because other principles do not directly result 
from the special object and purpose of human rights treaties, their analysis is 
beyond the scope of this chapter.

3. See paragraph 26 of General Comment 12 (CESCR 1999b), which introduces 
an explanation mainly dealing with non-discrimination “particularly for 
women” in access to resources; however, this paragraph does not refer to the 
nutritional dimension of the right to adequate food of women.

4. For concrete examples of structural root causes of hunger and malnutrition, 
please see previous chapters of this volume. For example, see chapter 3 for an 
in-depth discussion of violence against women and girls (such as lack of pro-
tection at the workplace, child marriage, and early pregnancy, among others) 
as a structural root cause of hunger and malnutrition.

5. For an example of “business as usual” reductionist approaches and how to 
overcome them, see the International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, 
Science and Technology for Development (IAASTD 2009).

6. See chapter 5 of this volume for a discussion of paternalistic policies calling for 
global food production, which result in the promotion of food and nutrition 
aid dependencies instead of autonomy, in contrast to approaches to integrated 
local and regional food production and nutritionally sound consumption 
systems, which have as their ultimate goal to achieve increased autonomy, 
strengthen self-reliance, and improve access to resources for the poor.

7. For a discussion about the introduction of RUFs into communities without 
adequate local knowledge and participation, in particular without the men-
tion of the best practice of continued breastfeeding and a gradual introduction 
of semi-solid and solid foods from the traditional food the family eats, please 
see chapter 4 of this volume.
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396 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

8. For an in-depth discussion about emergency interventions aiming at micronu-
trient supplementation through the provision of micronutrient fortified foods, 
please see chapter 4 of this volume.

9. Political will is not the decisive action that needs to be taken; policy coherence 
with people at its center instead of being linked with the interests of the small 
international financial, industrial, and agroindustrial elite is crucial in order to 
adequately address hunger and malnutrition. For examples of how erroneous 
policy presumptions can further contribute to hunger and malnutrition, please 
see chapter 5 of this volume.

10. For a discussion about the disconnect between the right to adequate food and 
nutrition and women’s and children’s rights, please see chapters 2 and 4 of this 
volume.

11. For the public policy presumption that the state and international market sys-
tems provide better support for food security and nutritional well-being than do 
local and regional systems and the impact of this presumption on women’s food 
security, please see chapter 5 of this volume.

12. For a discussion about the structural isolation of women’s rights from the 
human right to adequate food and nutrition within the legally binding language 
of key international human rights treaties, please see chapter 2 of this volume. 
For violence against women and girls as an under-examined barrier to women’s 
right to adequate food and nutrition and their participation as autonomous and 
participatory members of efforts to address hunger and malnutrition, please see 
chapter 3. For a discussion on the current focus on malnutrition during preg-
nancy and infancy and the accompanying neglect of women’s overall nutritional 
needs throughout their life spans, see chapter 4.

13. For the exploration of the problems associated with the structural and legal 
separation of the rights of (a) women and their control over reproductive choice 
and nutritional needs before, during, and after pregnancy; and (b) foeti, infants, 
and young children during the most crucial time of human nutrition and health, 
a period generating short and long term developmental consequences, please 
chapter 4 of this volume.

14. For how violence against women and girls impedes their participation in food 
and nutrition policies, see chapter 3 of this volume. For a discussion on how 
global market systems prevent women’s food security by focusing away from 
gender, nutrition, and inter-scalar governance approaches that promote and 
integrate small farmers and agroecology in food systems, see chapter 5.

15. Whereas all contributors to this volume recognize the need to emphasize the 
situation of rural women (cf. e.g., chapter 5), the specific situation of urban 
women also suffering from violations of the right to adequate food and nutri-
tion has been mostly neglected. For examples of this unbalanced emphasis, 
please refer to article 14 of CEDAW, where only the right of rural women to 
land is expressed as the only indirect mention to the right to adequate food and 
nutrition (see UN General Assembly 1979). Also see guidelines 2.5, 8.4, 8.6, 
and 8.10 of the Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization 
of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of National Food Security (FAO 
2005), where there is an emphasis on the right to adequate food and nutrition 
of women primarily as rural food producers.

16. Violence here is understood as encompassing more than overt directed and 
aggressive forms of violence. It includes the broader concepts of structural 
violence (such as gender discrimination) and cultural violence (such as those 
aspects of structural or direct violence that are legitimized by culture and tradi-
tion). Please see chapter 3 of this volume for a more in-depth description of our 
understanding of violence.

17. According to the former UN special representative of the secretary general on 
human rights defenders, Ms. Hina Jilani, and the former special rapporteur on 
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 397

the situation of human rights defenders (2008–2014), Ms. Margaret Sekaggya, 
the second most vulnerable group of human rights defenders are those working 
on land, natural resources, and environmental issues (see HRC 2007, 2011a; see 
also APRODEV et al. 2012; Global Witness Limited 2012).

18. For an in-depth discussion of why agriculture should be fundamentally redi-
rected toward modes of production that are more environmentally sustainable 
and socially just, and how this can be achieved, see HRC (2010).

19. For a framework on how to achieve protection for children against the com-
mercial promotion of foods and beverages, please see the webpage “The Sydney 
Principles” at the International Obesity Taskforce website (IOTF 2013).

20. The indivisibility principle refers to the notion that human rights, whether they 
are civil, political, economic, social, or cultural rights, cannot be separated from 
one another. The fulfillment of one right depends on the fulfillment of oth-
ers. The holistic approach of the human rights system, which recognizes the 
indivisibility and interdependence of all human rights, allows for the issuance 
of comprehensive guidelines for public action toward the promotion of people 
centered, equitable, and sustainable human development. For further discussion 
on the indivisibility principle, see A. Eide and Rosas (2001, 3) and UN General 
Assembly (1993b, part I, para. 5).

21. Practitioners and academics that have pointed to the need for a shift in the con-
ceptual framework of the right to adequate food and nutrition include Asbjørn 
Eide, Urban Jonsson, Arne Oshaug, Penny Van Esterick, Wenche Barth Eide, 
Uwe Kracht, and Flavio Valente, among others. For a sample of articles written 
by these individuals, please see W. B. Eide and Kracht (2005, 2007).

22. See previous note 21.
23. Objective 7.4(e) of the World Food Summit Declaration and Plan of Action “[i]

nvite[s] the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, in consultation with rel-
evant treaty bodies, and in collaboration with relevant specialized agencies and 
programmes of the UN system and appropriate intergovernmental mechanisms, 
to better define the rights related to food in Article 11 of the Covenant and to 
propose ways to implement and realize these rights as a means of achieving the 
commitments and objectives of the World Food Summit, taking into account the 
possibility of formulating voluntary guidelines for food security for all” (FAO 
1996).

24. Only paragraph 26 of General Comment 12 establishes that: “The strat-
egy should give particular attention to the need to prevent discrimination in 
access to food or resources for food. This should include: guarantees of full 
and equal access to economic resources, particularly for women, including 
the right to inheritance and the ownership of land and other property, credit, 
natural resources and appropriate technology; measures to respect and protect 
self-employment and work which provides a remuneration ensuring a decent 
living for wage earners and their families (as stipulated in article 7(a)(ii) of the 
Covenant); maintaining registries on rights in land (including forests)” (CESCR 
1999b, para. 26; emphasis added).

25. Capability here is used as defined by Drèze and Sen (1999, vii): “Expansions 
of basic human capabilities, including such freedoms as the ability to live long, 
to read and write, to escape preventable illnesses, to work outside the family 
irrespective of gender, . . ., not only influence the quality of life that the Indian 
people can enjoy, but also affect the real opportunities they have to participate 
in economic expansion.”

26. Please see previous note 25 for our understanding of the concept of capabilities. 
Entitlements, according to Amartya Sen (1983, 2–3), include all ownership rela-
tions that are legitimized in a specific society, over specific commodities and/or 
services. They can be inheritance-related, production-based, own labor-based, 
trade-based, social security-based, etc. Human rights can also be a source of 
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398 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

entitlements, for instance, the right to the promotion or protection of cultural 
or religious identity through the ingestion of culturally adequate food.

27. According to article 1 of the Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Other 
People Working on Rural Areas (UN General Assembly 2013), “[a] peasant is 
a man or woman of the land, who has a direct and special relationship with the 
land and nature through the production of food or other agricultural products. 
Peasants work the land themselves and rely above all on family labour and 
other small-scale forms of organizing labour. Peasants are traditionally embed-
ded in their local communities and they take care of local landscapes and of 
agro-ecological systems.”

28. Other academics who have argued that hunger and malnutrition are “man-made” 
include Amartya Sen, Olivier De Schutter, and Jean Ziegler, among others.

29. For an example of such coherence, see the G8’s New Alliance for Food Secu-
rity and Nutrition. For more information about this alliance, see the webpage 
“Advancing the New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition” at the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID) website (USAID Press 
Office 2012).

30. The Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties establishes that a general rule of 
interpretation calls for “[every] treaty [to] be interpreted in good faith in accor-
dance with the ordinary meaning to be given to the terms in their context and in 
the light of its object and purpose” (UN 1969, art. 31, para. 1).

31. The core elements of the human right to adequate food and nutrition entail the 
collective and individual exercise of rights and freedoms. Please see the section 
of this chapter “Fundamentals for a new conceptual framework for the human 
right to adequate food and nutrition” for a further discussion.

32. For a criticism of the current policies around maternal, infant, and young chil-
dren’s nutrition, see Lhotska, Bellows, and Scherbaum (2012, 31).

33. For an example of anthropological studies of the social and cultural dimensions 
of food, please see Camacho (2006).

34. Please see the previous section of this chapter “Advances and missed opportuni-
ties in the development of the legal concept of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition” for a review of Asbjørn Eide’s proposals.

35. For a concrete example of the links between violations of the right to adequate 
food and nutrition and structural violence against women and girls, see FLO-
RAISON et al. (2012).

36. Stunting, or low height for age, is usually caused by continued insufficient nutri-
ent intake and frequent infections, with higher prevalence below age two. Wast-
ing, or low weight for height, is a strong predictor of infant or child mortality 
and is usually associated with acute lack of adequate nutrient intake and dis-
ease. For more information, see UNICEF (2007).

37. In 1990, UNICEF adapted Urban Jonsson’s conceptual framework on the 
causes of malnutrition, developed in the 1970s, into the Conceptual Framework 
for Malnutrition and Death for UNICEF’s Strategy for Improved Nutrition of 
Children and Women in Developing Countries (see UNICEF 1990).

38. This situation can be linked to an observation collected by FIAN Mexico 
(2007–2009) during the development of a project with women in the Mexican 
states of Guerrero and Morelos. Women participating in a diagnosis exercise to 
determine their perception of violence and discrimination against women high-
lighted the fact that public programs, which supposedly are in place to support 
women, instead of alleviating the heavy workload of women in the household, 
burden the female beneficiaries of state programs even more. Thus, these public 
programs place additional responsibilities on these women; among these, the 
responsibility to serve their communities as a condition of receiving the pro-
posed benefits. For more information, see FIAN International et al. (2012).
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 399

39. Food sovereignty is based on six principles: (a) focus on food for people, (b) 
valuing food producers and providers, (c) localization of food systems, having 
providers and consumers at the center of decision-making, (e) recognition of 
producers’ right to control over local territory, (f) building on traditional and 
local knowledge, and (g) working in harmony with nature (see Forum for Food 
Sovereignty 2007b).

40. Priscilla Claeys (2012, 849) states that food sovereignty should be considered 
a right evolving, inter alia, from the principles of self-determination and access 
to resources. The authors of this chapter are of the opinion that, since currently 
food sovereignty has not been recognized as a human right in any international 
law source, this concept should be understood as a set of principles that can be 
used to form the framework for the right to adequate food and nutrition high-
lighting self-determination as a crosscutting principle of human rights.

41. We reaffirm the interconnection among specific state obligations and general 
obligations according to the categorization used by the CESCR from its Gen-
eral Comment 14 on The Right to the Highest Attainable Standard of Health 
onwards. This classification was still not adopted when General Comment 12 
was drafted. For more information, see Suárez Franco (2010, 250).

42. See the Maastricht Principles on Extraterritorial Obligations of States in the 
Area of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (Maastricht University and ICJ 
2011). For further information on this extraterritorial dimension, please see 
Coomans and Künnemann (2012) as well as the website of the ETO Consor-
tium (2013).

43. On the prohibition of retrogression, please see CESCR General Comment 4 on 
the Right to Adequate Housing (CESCR 1991, para. 11), General Comment 12 
on the Right to Adequate Food (CESCR 1999b, para. 19), General Comment 
13 on the Right to Education (CESCR 1999c, paras. 45, 59), General Comment 
14 on the Right to the Highest Attainable Standard of Health (CESCR 2000, 
paras. 32, 48), General Comment 15 on the Right to Water (CESCR 2003, paras. 
19, 42), General Comment 16 on the Equal Right of Men and Women to the 
Enjoyment of All Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR 2006a, para. 
42), General Comment 17 on the Right of Everyone to Benefit from the Protec-
tion of the Moral and Material Interests Resulting from Any Scientific, Literary 
or Artistic Production of which He or She is the Author (CESCR 2006b, para. 
44), General Comment 18 on the Right to Work (CESCR 2006c, paras. 21, 34), 
and General Comment 19 on the Right to Social Security (CESCR 2008, para. 
42). See also, van Boven, Flinterman, and Westendorp (1998, para. 14). On the 
existence of minimum core obligations, see CESCR General Comment 3 on 
the Nature of States Parties’ Obligations (CESCR 1990, paras. 2, 9), General 
Comment 5 on Persons with Disabilities (CESCR 1994, para. 9), General Com-
ment 11 on Plans of Action for Primary Education (CESCR 1999a, para. 10), 
General Comment 12 on the Right to Adequate Food (CESCR 1999b, para. 
14), General Comment 13 on the Right to Education (CESCR 1999c, para. 
43), General Comment 14 on the Right to the Highest Attainable Standard of 
Health (CESCR 2000, para. 30), General Comment 15 on the Right to Water 
(CESCR 2003, para. 18), General Comment 16 on the Equal Right of Men 
and Women to the Enjoyment of All Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(CESCR 2006a, para. 39), General Comment 17 on the Right of Everyone to 
Benefit from the Protection of the Moral and Material Interests Resulting from 
Any Scientific, Literary or Artistic Production of which He or She is the Author 
(CESCR 2006b, paras. 25, 26), and General Comment 18 on the Right to Work 
(CESCR 2006c, para. 19).

44. We should note that this new matrix does not seek to eliminate the existing 
human rights standards related to the right to adequate food and nutrition 
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400 Valente, Suárez Franco, and Córdova Montes

concept which include access, availability, adequacy, and sustainability, but 
rather complement and broaden it from a food sovereignty perspective.

45. The explanation of these three levels of state obligations is in reference to the 
Peoples’ and Food Sovereignty Matrix presented in this chapter. For more gen-
eral information on the specific state obligations, please refer to chapter 1 of this 
volume.

46. Nonetheless, the obligation of states to respect individuals’ right to choose their 
eating patterns is limited by their obligation to also protect the human rights of 
children and other family members who might be discriminated against because 
of traditional and culturally acceptable intra-household eating patterns. For an 
in-depth discussion of discrimination—in special against women and girls—in 
intra-household feeding patterns as structural violence and as human rights vio-
lation, see chapter 3 of this volume.

47. In this chapter, we use the term “traditional seeds” to refer to seeds that have 
adapted to local realities through local knowledge over generations.

48. The term “junk food” throughout this chapter refers to foods of poor nutri-
tional value that are high in salt, fat, and simple sugar. For a more in-depth 
description of “junk food” and its effects on health, see Bayol, Farrington, and 
Stickland (2007).

49. Although under CESCR General Comment 12 “the right to adequate food . . . 
imposes three types of levels of obligations on States parties: the obligation to 
respect, to protect and to fulfill” and, “[i]n turn, the obligation to fulfill incor-
porates both an obligation to facilitate and an obligation to provide” (CESCR 
1999b, para. 15), General Comment 12 should be interpreted using an evolu-
tive perspective and we should infer that it should have also evolved to entail all 
three levels of the obligation to fulfill (facilitate, provide, and promote) incor-
porated into later CESCR general comments. Nonetheless, whereas we believe 
that we should move in that direction, this matrix only focuses on the two levels 
of fulfill (facilitate and provide) listed in General Comment 12 and the missing 
level (promote) is subsumed under the obligation to fulfill/facilitate.

50. See CESCR General Comment 12 establishing the obligation of a state party 
“to take the necessary steps to the maximum of its available resources” (CESCR 
1999b, para. 17). For more information on the general obligation to take appro-
priate measures toward the full realization of economic, social, and cultural 
rights to the maximum of states’ available resources, see Sepúlveda Carmona 
(2003, 313–19).

51. See CESCR General Comment 12 establishing that “[v]iolations of the right to 
food can occur through the direct action of States or other entities insufficiently 
regulated by States” (CESCR 1999b, para. 19). For more information on the 
general obligation of non-retrogression toward the full realization of economic, 
social, and cultural rights, see Sepúlveda Carmona (2003, 319–32).

52. See CESCR General Comment 12 establishing that “any discrimination in 
access to food, as well as to means and entitlements for its procurement, on the 
grounds of race, colour, sex, language, age, religion, political or other opinion, 
national or social origin, property, birth or other status . . . constitutes a viola-
tion of the Covenant” (CESCR 1999b, para. 18). For more information on the 
general obligation of non-discrimination in regards to the realization of eco-
nomic, social, and cultural rights, see Sepúlveda Carmona (2003, 379–419).

53. Please note that in spite of the principle of progressive realization of economic, 
social, and cultural rights, governments, no matter what level of resources are at 
their disposal, are obligated to ensure that people living under their jurisdiction 
enjoy at least an essential level of protection of these rights. For more informa-
tion on minimum core obligations, see Klee (2000, 104), Sepúlveda Carmona 
(2003, 313–19), and Suárez Franco (2010, 60).
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A More Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 401

54. Such a process of increased coordination has already been started by the Global 
Right to Food and Nutrition Network of civil society organizations (see The 
Right to Food website of the FAO; FAO 2013).

55. Nutrition transition is a product of dietary intake that even in the context of 
adequate food availability is nevertheless deficient in high quality vitamins, 
minerals, and nutrients. Whole grains, fresh fruits, and vegetables relinquish 
the center of intake to foods high in fats, sugars, and salt. The outcome is an 
increase in chronic diseases, especially obesity, high blood pressure, heart dis-
ease, and diabetes, among others. Whereas originally associated with north-
ern and richer countries, the globalized food economy has spread poor food 
culture and habits to middle and lower income countries which increasingly 
experience high rates of both under- and overnutrition, even at the household 
level.

56. A first step toward the identification of links among the various struggles has 
already been accomplished by the establishment of the Global Right to Food 
and Nutrition Network. See previous note 54.

57. For general rules regarding the modification of treaties, see the Vienna Conven-
tion on the Law of Treaties (UN 1969, part IV).

58. For examples of social movements’ definitions of territories, see guidelines 1.1 
and 1.2 of the Civil Society Organizations’ Proposal for the FAO Guidelines 
on Responsible Governance of Land and Natural Resources Tenure (FIAN 
International 2011, 17); see also the Synthesis Report [of the Nyéléni Forum 
for Food Sovereignty, (23–27 February 2007)] (Forum for Food Sovereignty 
2007b) and the final declaration of the “Land, Territory and Dignity” Forum 
(IPC 2006).

59. For Olivier De Schutter’s reports as UN special rapporteur on the right to food 
during the years 2008–2014, please visit his website (De Schutter 2014).

60. For more information on the process of the drafting of the General Recommen-
dation on Rural Women by the CEDAW Committee, visit the webpage of the 
CEDAW Committee at the OHCHR website (OHCHR 2014).

61. For more information on the civil society assessment of the Global Strategic 
Framework for Food Security (GSF), visit the website of the International Food 
Security & Nutrition Civil Society Mechanism (CSM; CSM 2012).

62. For more information about the CSM to the Committee on World Food Secu-
rity (CFS) as an example of mechanisms to ensure the permanent and autono-
mous participation of all relevant social groups in food and nutrition strategies, 
please see chapter 1 of this volume.

63. As a practical example of how to implement the right to adequate food and 
nutrition at the country level, see Burity, Cruz, and Franceschini (2011).

64. The Paris Principles set out the minimum standards required for national insti-
tutions seeking to protect and promote human rights (see UN General Assembly 
1993a).

65. Amicus curiae, or literally “friend of the court,” refers to specialized opinions, 
often in the form of letters, that inform the judge about the possibly broad legal 
effects of the decision. These letters often contain international legal standards 
applicable to the case at hand, sources proceeding from comparative law, and 
the manner in which these could be applied to the specific case. See also Abregú 
and Courtis (1997, 387).

66. For a definition of “junk food,” see note 48 above.
67. See note 19.
68. For more information on the recommendation to further strengthen the regu-

lation of marketing and advertising of breastmilk substitutes, please visit the 
website of the International Baby Food Action Network (IBFAN; see IBFAN 
2013).
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Glossary of Abbreviations and Acronyms

ACC/SCN Administrative Committee on Coordination / Sub-
committee on Nutrition

ACDIS Africa Centre Demographic Information System
AFASS affordable, feasible, acceptable, sustainable, and safe
ART antiretroviral therapy
ARV antiretroviral
AWC African Woman and Child Feature Service
AWID Association for Women’s Rights in Development
BAPEN British Association for Parenteral and Enteral 

Nutrition
BFHI Baby-Friendly Hospital Initiative
BINGO Business Interest Non-Governmental Organization
CARE Cooperative Assistance and Relief Everywhere
CAT Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhu-

man or Degrading Treatment or Punishment
CDC Center for Disease Control, United States
CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis-

crimination against Women
CEDAW Committee United Nations Committee on the Elimination of 

Discrimination against Women
CESCR United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights
CFS Committee on World Food Security
CGIAR Consultative Group on International Agricultural 

Research
CHR United Nations Commission on Human Rights
CIDSE International Cooperation for Development and 

Solidarity
CIM Inter-American Commission of Women (Comisión 

Interamericana de Mujeres)
CIMMYT International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center 

(Centro Internacional de Mejoramiento de Maiz y 
Trigo)
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CIRAD Agricultural Research Centre for International 
Development (Centre de Coopération en Recherche 
Agronomique pour le Développement), France

CLEP United Nations Commission on Legal Empower-
ment of the Poor

CLOC Latin-American Coordination of Farm Organiza-
tions (Coordinadora Latinoamericana de Orga-
nizaciones del Campo)

CPED International Convention for the Protection of All 
Persons from Enforced Disappearance

CPG consumer packaged goods
CRBP Children’s Rights and Business Principles
CRBPI Children’s Rights and Business Principles Initiative
CRC Convention on the Rights of the Child
CRC Committee United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child
CRPD Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
CSM International Food Security & Nutrition Civil Soci-

ety Mechanism
CSO civil society organization
CSR corporate social responsibility
CSW (United Nations) Commission on the Status of Women
CWGL Center for Women’s Global Leadership, Rutgers 

University
DAPEN Danish Association of Parenteral and Enteral 

Nutrition
DAW (United Nations) Division for the Advancement 

of Women
DDE dichlorodiphenyldichloroethylene
DDT dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane
DEVAW Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against  

Women
DFID Department for International Development, United 

Kingdom
DH Department of Health, United Kingdom
ECOSOC United Nations Economic and Social Council
EMAS Women in Joint Action Team (Equipo Mujeres en 

Acción Solidaria)
ENN Emergency Nutrition Network
EPA Economic Partnership Agreement
ERA Equal Rights Amendment
ECHR European Court of Human Rights
ESPEN European Society for Clinical Nutrition and 

Metabolism
ESPGHAN European Society for Paediatric Gastroenterology, 

Hepatology and Nutrition
ETO extraterritorial (human rights) obligations of states
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Glossary of Abbreviations and Acronyms 411

F&N Fraser and Neave
FAO Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations
FDI foreign direct investment
FGM female genital mutilation
FIRE Feminist International Radio Endeavor
FPC food policy council
FSA Food Standards Agency, United Kingdom
G8 Group of Eight (the governments of eight of the 

world’s wealthiest countries)
G20 Group of Twenty Finance Ministers and Central 

Bank Governors
G77 Group of Seventy-Seven
GAD gender and development
GADN Gender and Development Network
GAIN Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition
GATT General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
GBV gender-based violence
GCCRB General Comment on Children’s Rights and  Business 

(CRC Committee)
GCAR Global Campaign for Agrarian Reform
GEF Global Environment Facility
GIZ German Society for International Cooperation  

(Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusam-  
menarbeit)

GM gender mainstreaming
GMO	 genetically	modified	organism
GPAFS Global Partnership on Agriculture, Food Security 

and Nutrition
GRESPEN Greek Society for Clinical Nutrition and Metabolism
GRtFN Global Right to Food and Nutrition Network
GSF Global Strategic Framework for Food Security and 

Nutrition
GSO Global Social Observatory
HFSS high in fats, sugar, and salt
HKP Nestlé’s Healthy Kids Programme
HLTF High Level Task Force on the Global Food Crisis
HRC United Nations Human Rights Council
HRI Hagen Resources International
IAASTD International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge,  

Science and Technology for Development
IAFN International Agri-Food Network
IANWGE Inter-Agency Network on Women and Gender 

Equality
Ibase Brazilian Institute of Social and Economic Analyses 

(Instituto Brasileiro de Análises Sociais e Econômicas)
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412 Glossary of Abbreviations and Acronyms

IBFAN International Baby Food Action Network
ICC International Criminal Court
ICCPR International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
ICERD International Covenant on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Racial Discrimination
ICESCR International Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights
ICJ International Commission of Jurists
ICMW International Convention on the Protection of the 

Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of 
Their Families

ICN (First) International Conference on Nutrition
ICN2 Second International Conference on Nutrition
ICRW International Center for Research on Women
IFAD International Fund for Agricultural Development
IFI	 international	finance	institution
IFOAM International Federation of Organic Agriculture 

Movements
IFPRI International Food Policy Research Institute
IGWG intergovernmental working group
ILO International Labour Organization
IMCI integrated management of childhood illness
IMF International Monetary Fund
INE intensive nutrition education
INRA National Institute for Agricultural Research (Institut 

National de Recherche Agronomique), France
INSTRAW International Research and Training Institute for the 

Advancement of Women
IPC International Planning Committee on Food 

Sovereignty
IPPF International Planned Parenthood Federation
IPS Inter Press Service
IPV intimate partner violence
IrSPEN Irish Society for Clinical Nutrition and Metabolism
IUNS International Union of Nutritional Sciences
IYCF infant and young child feeding
JASS Just Associates
JIU United Nations Joint Inspection Unit
LAM lactational amenorrhea method
LBW low birth weight
MAM moderate acute malnutrition
MDG Millennium Development Goal
MIJARC International Movement of Catholic Agricultural 

and Rural Youth (Mouvement International de la 
Jeunesse Agricole et Rurale Catholique)

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Glossary of Abbreviations and Acronyms 413

MNI Medical Nutrition International Industry
MNP micronutrient powder
MNT medical nutrition therapy
MSI multistakeholder initiative
MVVFS Mango Valley Visionaries Friendly Society
NAP national action plan
NCD noncommunicable disease
NE (non-intensive) nutrition education
NESPEN Netherlands Society for Parenteral and Enteral 

Nutrition
NFHS-3 Third National Family Health Survey, India
NGO non-governmental organization
OAS Organization of American States
OBR One Billion Rising
OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development
OHCHR	 United	Nations	Office	of	the	High	Commissioner	for	

Human Rights
OSAGI	 (United	Nations)	Office	of	the	Special	Adviser	to	the	

Secretary-General on Gender Issues and Advance-
ment of Women

PIF powdered infant formula
PINGO public interest non-governmental organization
PPP public-private partnerships
PROGRESA Program for Education, Health and Food (Programa 

de Educación, Salud, y Alimentación), Mexico
PROMESA Program for Ministry and Social Education (Pro-

grama de Ministerio y Educación Social), Episcopal 
Church of Panama

QPM quality protein maize
RBFS rights-based food systems
RCT randomized controlled trial
RDA recommended daily allowance
ROPPA Network of Farmers’ and Agricultural Producers’ 

Organisations of West Africa (Réseau des Organi-
zations Paysannes et de Producteurs de l’Afrique de 
l’Ouest)

RUF ready-to-use complementary food
RUSF ready-to-use supplementary food
RUTF ready-to-use therapeutic food
SAM severe acute malnutrition
SCN United Nations Standing Committee on Nutrition
SENPE Spanish Society for Parenteral and Enteral Nutri-

tion (Sociedad Española de Nutrición Enteral y 
Parenteral)
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414 Glossary of Abbreviations and Acronyms

Sida Sweden’s International Development Cooperation 
Agency

SLA sustainable livelihoods approach
SUN Scaling Up Nutrition
TFPC Toronto Food Policy Council
TNC transnational corporation
UDHR Universal Declaration of Human Rights
UN United Nations
UN DESA United Nations Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs
UNDG United Nations Development Group
UNDP United Nations Development Programme
UNEP United Nations Environment Programme
UNESCO	 United	Nations	Educational,	Scientific	and	Cultural	

Organization
UNFPA United Nations Population Fund
UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund
UNIFEM United Nations Development Fund for Women 

(Fonds de Développement des Nations Unies pour la 
Femme)

UN Women United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the 
Empowerment of Women

US United States
USAID United States Agency for International Development
VAW violence against women
VSO Voluntary Services Overseas
WANAHR World Alliance for Nutrition and Human Rights
WBTi World Breastfeeding Trends Initiative
WEAI women’s empowerment in agriculture index
WFP United Nations World Food Programme
WG DAW Working Group on the Issue of Discrimination 

against Women in Law and in Practice
WHA World Health Assembly
WHO World Health Organization
WIC Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 

Infants and Children, United States
WID women in development
WIEGO Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and 

Organizing
WiLDAF Women in Development and Law and Development 

in Africa
WTO World Trade Organization
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Chronological Glossary of Human Rights 
Instruments and Other International 
Frameworks and Documents Mentioned 
in This Volume

1923 Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) introduced to United States 
Congress

1928 ERA adopted as regional platform for national action by the 
Inter-American Commission of Women—the first intergovernmental 
agency dealing with women’s rights in the world

1945 United Nations Charter signed in San Francisco, United States
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) adopted by the 

United Nations (UN) General Assembly
1959 Declaration of the Rights of the Child adopted by the UN General 

Assembly
1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

(ICESCR) adopted by the UN General Assembly
 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) 

adopted by the UN General Assembly
1969 Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties adopted by the United 

Nations Conference on the Law of Treaties
1974 World Food Conference held in Rome under the auspices of the 

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
held in Rome, Italy

1976 ICESCR and ICCPR enter into force
1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW) adopted by the UN General Assembly
1981 International Code of Marketing Breast-milk Substitutes (Code) 

adopted by the World Health Organization (WHO)
 CEDAW enters into force
1985 Third World Conference on Women by the UN to review the 

achievements of the United Nations Decade for Women, held in 
Nairobi, Kenya

1986 World Health Assembly (WHA) Resolution 39.28 to endorse use of 
the Code adopted at the 39th WHA

1987 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) 
established under Resolution 1985/17 of the United Nations Eco-
nomic and Social Council (ECOSOC)
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416 Chronological Glossary

1988 Additional Protocol to the [1969] American Convention on Human 
Rights in the Area of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights adopted 
in San Salvador, El Salvador, by the General Assembly of the Orga-
nization of American States (OAS)

1989 Asbjørn Eide authors report Right to Adequate Food as a Human 
Right commissioned by the UN Sub-Commission on the Promotion 
and Protection of Human Rights

 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) adopted by the UN 
General Assembly

 General Comment 1 on Reporting by States Parties issued by 
the CESCR

1990 Convention on the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of 
Their Families (ICMW) adopted by the UN General Assembly

 CRC enters into force
 World Summit for Children, endorsed by WHA, United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and 
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), held in New York, 
United States

 Innocenti Declaration on the Protection, Promotion, and Support of 
Breastfeeding adopted by WHO and UNICEF

 General Recommendation 15 on Women and AIDS issued by the 
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW Committee)

1991 Baby-Friendly Hospital Initiative (BFHI) launched by WHO and 
UNICEF

 General Recommendation 18 on Disabled Women issued by the 
CEDAW Committee

1992 First International Conference on Nutrition (ICN) by FAO and 
WHO, held in Rome, Italy

 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, held 
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

 Integrated Management of Childhood Illness (IMCI) strategy estab-
lished by WHO and UNICEF

 General Recommendation 19 on Violence against Women issued by 
the CEDAW Committee

1993 CESCR Rules of Procedure revised
 La Via Campesina (The Peasants’ Way) established by farmers’ 

organizations from Latin America, Asia, Africa, Europe, and North 
America, with the headquarters located in Belgium (now Jakarta, 
Indonesia)

1994 International Conference on Population and Development by the 
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), held in Cairo, Egypt

 WHA Resolution 47.5 on infant and young child nutrition adopted 
at the 41st WHA
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Chronological Glossary 417

 General Comment 5 on Persons with Disabilities issued by the  
CESCR

1995 Fourth World Conference on Women: Action for Equality, Develop-
ment and Peace by the UN, which resulted in the adoption of the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, held in Beijing, China

 World Summit for Social Development, organized principally by the 
United Nations Department for Policy Coordination and Sustain-
able Development, which saw the adoption of the Copenhagen Dec-
laration, the Ten Commitments, and the Programme of Action of 
the World social Summit, held in Copenhagen, Denmark

 Declaration for Women’s Reproductive and Sexual Rights and 
Health issued by the Reproductive Rights caucus at the NGO Forum 
at the 39th session of the Commission on the Status of Women held 
in New York, United States

 General Comment 6 on The Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
of Older Persons issued by the CESCR

1996 World Food Summit by FAO, which resulted in the adoption of the 
Rome Declaration on World Food Security, held in Rome, Italy

 Civil Society Forum on Food Security runs parallel with the World 
Food Summit, organized by the ad hoc International Planning Com-
mittee for Food Sovereignty (IPC), in Rome, Italy

 Second United Nations Conference on Human Settlements, which 
saw to the adoption of the Habitat Agenda and the Istanbul Decla-
ration, held in Istanbul, Turkey

 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa adopted, including 
explicit recognition of the right to food

1997 International Code of Conduct on the Right to Adequate Food 
(Code of Conduct) drafted and endorsed by FIAN International, the 
World Alliance for Nutrition and Human Rights (WANAHR), and 
the International Jacques Maritain Institute

 Human rights-based approach introduced by UN secretary gener-
al’s 1997 report, Renewing the United Nations: A Programme for 
Reform

 General Comment 7 on the Right to Adequate Housing: Forced 
Evictions issued by the CESCR

1998 Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian 
Response issued by the Sphere Project based in Geneva, Switzerland

 General Comment 10 on the Role of National Human Rights Insti-
tutions in the Protection of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
issued by the CESCR

1999 General Comment 12 on the Right to Adequate Food (Article 11 of 
the Covenant) issued by the CESCR

 The Right to Adequate Food and to Be Free from Hunger: Updated 
Study on the Right to Food submitted by Asbjørn Eide to ECOSOC
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418 Chronological Glossary

 General Recommendation 24 on Women and Health issued by the 
CEDAW Committee

 General Comment 13 on the Right to Education issued by the  
CESCR

2000 General Comment 14 on the Right to the Highest Attainable Stan-
dard of Health issued by the CESCR

 Resolution 2000/10 to appoint a special rapporteur on the right to 
food adopted by the United Nations Commission on Human Rights 
(CHR) at its 56th session

 UN Global Compact officially launched at the UN headquarters in 
New York, United States

 Guidelines on Cooperation between the United Nations and the 
Business Community issued by the UN secretary general

 Guidelines on Working with the Private Sector to Achieve Health 
Outcomes issued by WHO at its 107th session

 Maternity Protection Convention, 2000 (No. 183) and its accompany-
ing Maternity Protection Recommendation, 2000 (No. 191) adopted 
by the International Labour Organization (ILO) in Geneva, Switzerland

 UN Millennium Declaration adopted by the UN General Assem-
bly at the Millennium Summit at the UN headquarters in New 
York, United States

2001 Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS adopted by the UN Gen-
eral Assembly at its 26th special session

2002 World Food Summit: five years later by FAO, at which the Decla-
ration of the World Food Summit: five years later was adopted by 
member states, held in Rome, Italy

 2002 Forum for Food Sovereignty organized by the ad hoc IPC in 
Rome, Italy

 ILO Maternity Protection Convention, 2000 (No. 183) enters 
into force

2003 UN Statement of Common Understanding on Human Rights-Based 
Approaches to Development Cooperation and Programming 
adopted by the United Nations Development Group (UNDG)

 Draft Norms on Responsibilities of Transnational Corporations 
and Other Business Enterprises with Regard to Human Rights 
submitted by the Working Group on the Working Methods and 
Activities of Transnational Corporations and approved by the UN 
Sub-Commission for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights

 Global Strategy for Infant and Young Child Feeding (IYCF) pub-
lished by WHO and UNICEF

 General Comment 15 on The Right to Water issued by the CESCR
 IPC officially established
 ICMW enters into force
2004 Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization of the 

Right to Adequate Food in the Context of National Security adopted 
at the 127th session of the FAO Council
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Chronological Glossary 419

 Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights 
enters into force

 General Recommendation 25 on Temporary Special Measures issued 
by the CEDAW Committee

2005 General Comment 16 on the Equal Right of Men and Women to the 
Enjoyment of All Economic, Social and Cultural Rights issued by 
the CESCR

 Innocenti Declaration on Infant and Young Child Feeding updated 
and endorsed by the UN Standing Committee on Nutrition (SCN) 
after the 15th anniversary of the first Innocenti Declaration.

 18th International Congress on Nutrition by the International Union 
of Nutrition Sciences (IUNS), held in Durban, South Africa

2006 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) 
adopted by the UN General Assembly

 Maria da Penha Law (Federal Law 11340), sanctioned in Brazil 
by President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, defines domestic violence, 
including inadequate food, as a human rights violation

 Resolution 60/165 on the right to food adopted by the UN General 
Assembly at its 60th session

 General Comment 17 on the Right of Everyone to Benefit from the 
Protection of the Moral and Material Interests Resulting from any 
Scientific, Literary or Artistic Production of Which He or She Is the 
Author issued by the CESCR

2007 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
adopted by the UN General Assembly at its 61st session

 Screen State Action against Hunger! How to Use the Voluntary 
Guidelines on the Right to Food to Monitor Public Policies published 
by FIAN International and Welthungerhilfe (Aid for World Hunger)

 Safe Preparation, Storage and Handling of Powdered Infant For-
mula Guidelines (PIF Guidelines) adopted by WHO and FAO

 Resolution 61/163 on the right to food adopted by the UN General 
Assembly at its 61st session

2008 Resolution 7/14 on the right to food adopted by the United Nations 
Human Rights Council (HRC) at its 40th meeting

 WHA Resolution 61.20 on infant and young child nutrition adopted 
at the 61st WHA

 The Cordoba Declaration on the Right to Food and the Governance 
of the Global Food and Agricultural Systems launched on the occa-
sion of the 60th anniversary of the UDHR

 General Recommendation 26 on Women Migrant Workers issued 
by the CEDAW Committee

 CRPD enters into force
2009 General Comment 20 on Non-Discrimination in Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights issued by the CESCR
 Guidelines on Cooperation between the United Nations and the 

Business Community issued by the UN secretary general
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420 Chronological Glossary

 Resolution 10/12 on the right to food adopted by the HRC at the 
10th session of its 42nd meeting

 International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and 
Technology for Development (IAASTD), initiated by the World 
Bank and co-sponsored by FAO, Global Environment Facility (GEF), 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP), UNESCO, the World Bank, and 
WHO, is published

 Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook published by the World Bank, 
FAO, and the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD)

 Reform of the Committee on World Food Security adopted at the 
35th session of the Committee on World Food Security (CFS), held 
in Rome, Italy

 Women and the Right to Livelihoods published by the Programme 
on Women’s Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (PWESCR)

 General Comment 21 on The Right of Everyone to Take Part in 
Cultural Life issued by the CESCR

2010 Sixth Report on the World Nutrition Situation: Progress in Nutri-
tion published by the SCN

 Policy on WHO Engagement with Global Health Partnerships and 
Hosting Arrangements issued by WHO

 Every Woman Every Child initiative launched by the UN secretary 
general

 Healthy Kids Program launched by Nestlé
 WHA Resolution 63.23 adopted at the 63rd WHA
 Operational Guidance on Infant and Young Child Feeding in Emer-

gencies endorsed by WHA Resolution 63.23
 Guidelines on HIV and Infant Feeding 2010 published by WHO
 World Breastfeeding Trends Initiative (WBTi): Botswana Assess-

ment Report published by Botswana’s Nutrition and Food Control 
Division, Ministry of Health

 Draft Guidelines for the Marketing of Ready to Use Supple-
mental Foods for Children developed by the SCN NGO/CSO 
constituency

 WHO publishes online “Continuum of Care Fact Sheet: Reproduc-
tive, Maternal, Newborn and Child Health”

 WHA Resolution 63.14 to reduce food marketing exposure to chil-
dren adopted by the WHA at its 63rd session

 19th International Congress on Nutrition by the IUNS on Nutrition 
Security for All, held in Bangkok, Thailand

 The World’s Women 2010: Trends and Statistics published by 
the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
(UNDESA)
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Chronological Glossary 421

 Food Justice: The Report of the Food and Fairness Inquiry published 
by the Food Ethics Council based in the United Kingdom

 General Recommendation 27 on Older Women and Protection of 
their Human Rights issued by the CEDAW Committee

 General Recommendation 28 on the Core Obligations of States Par-
ties under Article 2 of the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women issued by the CEDAW 
Committee

2011 CRC Committee launches process to develop a General Comment 
on Children’s Rights and Business (GCCRB)

 Baby Milk Action Statement of Concern developed by the Conflicts 
of Interest Coalition

 The State of Food and Agriculture 2010–11: Women in Agriculture: 
Closing the Gender Gap for Development published by FAO

 Maastricht Principles on Extraterritorial Obligations of States in the 
Area of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights published by Maas-
tricht University and the International Commission of Jurists (ICJ) 

 WHO updates its online “Continuum of Care Fact Sheet: Reproduc-
tive, Maternal, Newborn and Child Health”

2012 First version of the Global Strategic Framework for Food Security 
and Nutrition (GSF) adopted by the CFS at its 39th session

 Children’s Rights and Business Principles Initiative (CRBPI) launched 
by UNICEF

 Resolution EB130.R7, “Prevention and Control of Noncom-
municable diseases: Follow-up to the High-level Meeting of the 
United Nations General Assembly on the Prevention and Control 
of Non-communicable Diseases,” adopted by WHO at its 130th 
session

 Revised consumer recommendations endorsing breastfeeding issued 
by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), United 
States

 Maternity Protection Resource Package: From Aspiration to Reality 
published by ILO

 WHO Guidelines on HIV and Infant Feeding 2010: An Updated 
Framework for Priority Action published by WHO

 SUN Movement: Revised Road Map released by the secretariat of 
the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) Movement

 Rio+20, United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development 
held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

 Report Women’s Right and the Right to Food submitted by the  
special rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De Schutter, to 
the HRC

 Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of 
Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National Food Secu-
rity published by FAO
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422 Chronological Glossary

2013 ICESR Optional Protocol enters into force after Uruguay provides 
the tenth ratification

 CESCR Rules of Procedure revised
 General Comment 15 on the Right of the Child to the Enjoyment 

of the Highest Attainable Standard of Health issued by the CRC 
Committee

 General Comment 16 on State Obligations regarding the Impact 
of the Business Sector on Children’s Rights issued by the CRC 
Committee

 Information Concerning the Use and Marketing of Follow-up For-
mula published by WHO

 20th International Congress on Nutrition, Joining Cultures through 
Nutrition, by the IUNS, held in Granada, Spain

 Conference Food Sovereignty: A Critical Dialogue, sponsored by the 
Program in Agrarian Studies at Yale University and the Journal of 
Peasant Studies, held at the Macmillan Center at Yale University in 
Connecticut, United States

 General Recommendation on Article 16 of the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (Eco-
nomic Consequences of Marriage, Family Relations and Their Dis-
solution) issued by the CEDAW Committee

2014 Second International Conference on Nutrition (ICN2) held in Rome, 
Italy, by FAO and WHO
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Agroecology, Water and Resilience at Coventry University. From 2013 
to 2015, she was acting chair in the Department of Gender and Nutri-
tion, Faculty of Agriculture, at the University of Hohenheim. She was a 
senior research fellow at the same department from 2008 to 2012, and 
from 2003 to 2007 at the Center for International Development and 
Environmental Research at the Justus Liebig University of Giessen. Her 
work focuses on food and nutrition security, gender, sustainable liveli-
hoods, right to adequate food and nutrition, sustainable agriculture, and 
food systems. She applies qualitative, participatory, mixed method, and 
rights-based approaches in inter- and transdisciplinary research. Besides 
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1000 days see window of opportunity

accountability: within CFS Private 
Sector Modalities 36, 38; 
within the Committee on World 
Food Security (CFS) 35, 392; 
within the Declaration on the 
Elimination of Violence against 
Women (DEVAW) 146; as a duty 
bearer obligation 36; regarding 
food aid 296; and gender 
mainstreaming 139; in human 
rights research 113; within 
the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR) 60; within the 
International Criminal Court 
(ICC) 317; mechanisms 28, 115, 
167, 350, 390 – 1, 393, 395; 
within the nutrition paradigm 
262; within the Optional 
Protocol to the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women 
126; within the Optional 
Protocol to the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights 392; 
within public policy 390; as a 
strategy to confront hunger and 
malnutrition 357; within United 
Nation (UN) instruments 6; 
within the Voluntary Guidelines 
to Support the Progressive 
Realization of the Right to 
Adequate Food in the Context 
of National Food Security 31, 
32; see also corporate private 
sector accountability, state 

extraterritorial human rights 
obligations, Global Strategic 
Framework for Food and 
Nutrition Security (GSF), human 
rights-based framework, human 
rights principles, recourse 
mechanisms, state accountability, 
state human rights obligations

Additional Protocol to the [1969] 
American Convention on Human 
Rights in the Area of Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights 
(Protocol of San Salvador) 91; 
article 12 77; see also democracy, 
food production, nutrition

Africa 142, 205, 259, 265, 305, 313: 
Algeria 132, 133; Botswana 
206 – 7; Ethiopia 117, 124, 
197; Ghana 124; Jordan 117; 
Kenya 216, 267; Lesotho 265; 
Liberia 132; Mauritania 119; 
Mozambique 265; North Africa 
283; Sierra Leone 265; Southern 
271, 279, 303; Sub-Saharan 165, 
265, 282 – 3, 307, 314; Sudan 
140; Tanzania 132, 140; Uganda 
216, 266, 297; West 304; West 
Sahara 196; Zambia, 216, 133; 
see also HIV/AIDS, South Africa, 
United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF), Women in Law 
and Development in Africa 
(WiLDAF)

Agenda 21 274, 275
agrarian reform: under the Convention 

on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) 62; regarding 
discrimination against women 
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120; under Brazil’s National 
School Feeding Program 301; 
within South Africa 121, 279; 
see also human rights-based 
framework, Global Campaign 
for Agrarian Reform (GCAR), 
International Seminar Agrarian 
Reform and Gender, rural 
women, women in agriculture

Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) 81
agribiotechnology 86; genetic 

engineering 85, 90, 221, 
347; marketing of 89; and 
pharmaceuticals 85 – 6; state 
human rights obligation to 
protect against 381; see also 
biofortification

agribusiness: civil society and 18 – 19; 
and the contamination of 
breastmilk 264; and its effect 
on the environment 264, 347; 
and its effect on food and 
nutrition security 264; and 
the food production model 
72, 386; and food sovereignty 
286; and the global food crisis 
296; the global power of 18, 
34; marketing see corporate 
private sector marketing; as 
a market-led system 72, 285; 
and micronutrient deficiency 
85; and its structural link to 
overweight 196; use of pesticides 
and chemicals by 264, 347; 
regulation of 167; see also 
local food systems, traditional 
practices

agriculture see agriculture and 
nutrition, agroecology, food 
production, organic agriculture, 
urban agriculture

agriculture and nutrition: 81 – 2, 90; 
under the Committee on World 
Food Security (CFS) 33; under 
a food systems approach 81; 
nutrition sensitive (responsive) 
agriculture 260 – 1; sectoral 
divide of 258 – 9, 261; see also 
agroecology, International Union 
of Nutritional Sciences (IUNS), 
Sixth Report on the World 
Nutrition Situation, Global 
Partnership on Agriculture, Food 
Security and Nutrition (GPAFS)

agroecology: under Brazil’s National 
School Feeding Program 301; 
within a food sovereignty 
framework 367; in a food 
systems approach 254, 
387; compared to industrial 
agriculture 291 – 2; and nutrition 
262, 355, 359; production 
models 386, 387; as a rights-
based food system 288; 
safety aspects of 380; state 
extraterritorial human rights 
obligations to ensure an enabling 
environment for 393; under the 
state human rights obligation to 
fulfill 386; under the state human 
rights obligation to protect 386; 
under the state human rights 
obligation to respect 380; and 
sustainable livelihoods 319, 
365 – 6, 367, 368, 387; and trade 
investment 393; and women 291, 
293; see also De Schutter, O., 
food (in)security, International 
Assessment of Agricultural 
Knowledge, Science and 
Technology for Development 
(IAASTD), local food systems, 
people’s and food sovereignty, 
women’s food and nutrition 
security

Americas 9, 11, 259; Argentina 140; 
Belize 133; Caribbean 305, 307, 
314; Chile 132; Haiti 10, 133; 
Honduras 298; Latin America 
142, 265, 305, 307, 314; 
Mesoamerica 305 – 6; Mexico 
121 – 2, 123 – 4; North America 
213, 288, 307, 313, 314; 
Panama 308 – 9; Peru 124; South 
America 313; see also Brazil, 
Canada, United States

Annan, K. 172, 283
Asia 110, 142, 259, 305, 307, 314; 

China 202, 296; Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea 202; 
Eastern 265; Indonesia 202, 
215 – 16, 218 – 19; Iran 308; Iraq 
202; Israel 119; Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic 194 – 5; 
Lebanon 202; Middle East 283, 
313; Mongolia 134; Myanmar 
216; Nepal 119; South 141; 
Thailand 195, 259; Vietnam 125; 
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see also Baby-Friendly Hospital 
Initiative (BFHI), Bangladesh

Association for Women’s Rights in 
Development (AWID) 311

Australia 131 – 2, 139, 263

Baby-Friendly Hospital Initiative 
(BFHI) 193; training package 
217; in China 203; see 
also breastmilk substitutes, 
breastfeeding

Bangladesh: and cash transfer programs 
125; and microfinance programs 
141; violence against women 
112, 119, 124 – 5; see also rural 
women

Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action 127, 128, 130, 144

biofortification 89; see also 
agribiotechnology, medicalized 
nutrition

Bolsa Família 124, 125
Boserup, E. 275
Brazil: agroindustrial model in 264; 

National School Feeding 
Program 301 – 2; Quilombola 
301, 302; social protection 
policies in 124; in an Updated 
Study on the Right to Food 
15; violence against women in 
11; see also agrarian reform, 
agroecology, Bolsa Família, 
Freire, P., Inter-American 
Convention on the Prevention, 
Punishment, and Eradication 
of Violence against Women, 
recourse mechanisms, Women 
and the Right to Livelihoods

Bread for the World see Brot für die 
Welt

breastfeeding: under the Baby-Friendly 
Hospital Initiative (BFHI) 217; 
as part of the best nutrition 
practices 129, 181, 183, 214, 
218, 223, 228; as a biological 
norm 163, 183; compared to 
animal milk 188; under the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) 62, 74 – 5; 
under the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) 
74, 76, 191, 199; corporate 
challenges to 21, 85, 171 – 9, 

180, 181 – 2, 188 – 96, 223; 
in emergencies 201 – 3; under 
the Declaration of the Rights 
of the Child 165; feeders 59, 
111, 112; under the Fourth 
Report on the World Nutrition 
Situation: Nutrition throughout 
the Life Cycle 183; and 
gender discrimination 166; 
under General Comment 15 
on the Right of the Child to 
the Enjoyment of the Highest 
Attainable Standard of Health 
192; impacts of 184 – 5; in 
regard to infant and young child 
feeding 162, 164, 198; under 
the Innocenti Declaration on 
the Protection, Promotion and 
Support of Breastfeeding (2005) 
163; and the International 
Conference on Population and 
Development 165; as an isolated 
period of the life span 164, 166; 
and medical nutrition 72, 349; 
and nutrition interventions 225; 
and nutritional status 66, 71, 
226, 349; within the People’s 
and Food Sovereignty Matrix 
372 – 7; and ready-to-use foods 
(RUFs) 210, 214, 215, 358; the 
right to 181, 182, 199, 228, 
380; under Scaling Up Nutrition 
(SUN) 222, 224; social and 
cultural challenges to 196 – 200; 
as social wealth equity 202; 
under the state human rights 
obligation to fulfill (facilitate) 
382; under the state human 
rights obligation to protect 
381; under the state human 
rights obligation to respect 
380; and the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 362, 
364; and the United Nations 
Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW Committee) 388; and 
the United Nations Committee 
on the Rights of the Child (CRC 
Committee) 191; under the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
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Security 79; and the Sixth Report 
on the World Nutrition Situation 
183, 363; and World Alliance for 
Breastfeeding Action (WABA) 
181; a women’s decision to 163, 
164, 181; see also breastmilk 
substitutes, complementary 
foods, HIV/AIDS, International 
Code of Marketing of Breast-
milk Substitutes, intertwined 
subjectivities, local food systems, 
Nestlé, nutrition, overnutrition, 
noncommunicable diseases, 
rural women, state human rights 
obligations, traditional practices, 
United States, vulnerability, 
window of opportunity, women’s 
autonomy, women’s reproductive 
rights, women’s human right to 
adequate food and nutrition

breastmilk substitutes 163; Baby-
Friendly Hospital Initiative 
(BFHI) on 193; and 
commerciogenic malnutrition 
188, 224; corporate private 
sector marketing of 21, 112, 
188 – 91, 196 – 8, 215, 224 – 5, 
349; under the Draft Guidelines 
for the Marketing of Ready to 
Use Supplemental Foods for 
Children 215; economic impact 
of 185; use during emergency 
situations 202 – 3, 206 – 7; health 
risks of 163, 188; under the 
International Code of Marketing 
of Breast-milk Substitutes 
172, 181, 189; and powdered 
infant formula (PIF) 189 – 91; 
public health approach to 206; 
regulations on the marketing of 
129, 229, 381; under the state 
extraterritorial human rights 
obligation to regulate 393; World 
Health Association (WHA) 
Resolution 47.5 193; see also De 
Schutter, O., Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC), HIV 
and Infant Feeding 2010: An 
Updated Framework for Priority 
Action, Innocenti Declaration 
on the Protection, Promotion 
and Support of Breastfeeding, 
Safe Preparation, Storage and 

Handling of Powdered Infant 
Formula Guidelines, Nestlé

Brot für die Welt 142, 306, 308, 309, 
318; see also democracy, food 
(in)security, gender equality, 
gender mainstreaming

Canada 10, 132, 198 – 9, 263; Toronto 
Food Policy Council (TFPC) 288

CARE International 139, 195
Center for Women’s Global Leadership 

(CWGL) 310 – 11
Charter of the United Nations (UN) 2, 

22, 164
child malnutrition: failure of policies 

and programs to reduce 363; 
low birth weight (LBW) 182, 
362, 363, 364; moderate acute 
malnutrition (MAM) 209, 211, 
212, 213; under Scaling Up 
Nutrition (SUN) 219, 225; severe 
acute malnutrition (SAM) 210, 
211, 213; social determinants 
of 71; stunting 182, 186, 194, 
362, 363, 364; therapeutic care 
for acute malnutrition 210, 213; 
prevention of undernutrition 
213 – 14; wasting 194, 210, 
363, 364; and its link to 
women’s human rights within 
the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition 363 – 4; see 
also complementary foods, 
United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF)

child marriage 134, 166; and child 
mortality 361; as a violation of 
the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (CRC) 363, as a 
violation of the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) 363; under 
General Comment on the 
Right to Adequate Food and 
Nutrition 387; in India 134 – 6, 
361 – 2; and maternal mortality 
180, 361; under the Sixth 
Report on the World Nutrition 
Situation 363 – 4; as structural 
violence 348, 361, 387; and 
the United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) 363; see also 
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pregnancy, The Prohibition 
of Child Marriage Act, rural 
women, women’s human right to 
adequate food and nutrition

child mortality: 165, 179, 184; and 
adolescent pregnancy 361; due 
to Bear Brand coffee creamer 
misleading marketing 194, 195; 
due to breastmilk substitutes in 
emergencies 202, 206 – 7; and 
Children’s Rights and Business 
Principles (CRBP) 172 – 3; in 
emergency and chronic health 
crises 202, 206; under India’s 
National Plan of Action for 
Children 2005 134; due to 
intimate partner violence (IPV) 
135;neonatal 184; linked to 
powdered infant formula (PIF) 
190; and the right to dignity 136, 
269; see also child marriage

children’s human rights: under the 
Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC) 76; and General 
Comment 16 on the Equal 
Right of Men and Women to 
the Enjoyment of All Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights 
166, 173; and human rights 
indivisibility 25; adoption of 
a new general comment on 
the right to adequate food and 
nutrition 388; to nutrition 75, 
76, 81; see also United Nations 
Committee on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC Committee)

chronic health crises 200; and 
dependency 200 – 1; infant and 
young child feeding in 202, 
208 – 9; local knowledge for 
dealing with 201, 202; and local 
self-determination 201, 214; and 
processed nutrition 201; and 
women’s participation 201; see 
also emergencies

chronic malnutrition: as human 
rights violation 88; and local 
food systems 216; and the 
micronutrient deficiency 
paradigm 81; use of ready-to-use 
supplementary foods (RUSFs) 
for 213; see also hunger and 
malnutrition, India, malnutrition

civic agriculture 287; see also 
community food security

civil and political rights 4; under the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) 62; 
and the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition 227, 356, 
368 – 9; within the national 
human rights systems 391; 
see also economic, social, and 
cultural rights, International 
Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR)

civil society: alternative national 
reports by 145, 168 – 9, 368; 
empowerment of 27, 32; within 
gender mainstreaming 146 – 7; 
concern over the global nutrition 
industry 358; criticism of The 
Lancet “Maternal and Child 
(Under)Nutrition” series 269, 
284; within national action plans 
(NAPs) 146 – 7; participation 
see civil society participation; as 
rights (claim) holders 23, 25 – 7, 
350; separation from nature 345; 
see also agribusiness, conflicts 
of interest, corporate private 
sector, evolution of the human 
right to food and nutrition 
concept, General Comment 12 
on the Right to Adequate Food, 
Handbook for Legislation on 
Violence against Women, rights 
holders, state human rights 
obligations

Civil Society Forum on Food Security 
19

Civil Society Forum on Food 
Sovereignty 31

civil society participation 2; impact 
of charitable nutrition on 254; 
within the International Food 
Security & Nutrition Civil 
Society Mechanism (CSM) 35, 
39; within the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS) 
33, 34, 35, 38, 39, 297; and 
community food security 
287; and implementation of 
the conceptual framework of 
the human right to adequate 
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food and nutrition 395; 
under the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) 62; and corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) 171; 
under the Declaration on the 
Elimination of Violence against 
Women (DEVAW) 146; and 
empowerment 276; and equitable 
food systems 295 – 300; within 
food policy councils (FPCs) 288; 
and food security 257; and food 
sovereignty 286, 287; within a 
food sovereignty framework 365, 
366; and gender discrimination 
318; and gender mainstreaming 
144, 145, 146; under the 
Committee on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (CESCR) 
general comments 23; under the 
governance paradigm 81; as a 
core element of the human right 
to adequate food and nutrition 
355 – 6; and human rights 
defenders see human rights; 
and the human rights-based 
framework (approach) 26, 27, 
138, 262; to confront hunger 
and malnutrition 357; under 
the International Assessment of 
Agricultural Knowledge, Science 
and Technology for Development 
(IAASTD) 263; and the creation 
of the International Code 
of Conduct on the Right to 
Adequate Food 30; and local 
food systems 76, 255, 285, 
288, 319; and multistakeholder 
initiatives (MSIs) 168; through 
national action plans (NAPs) 
146; in Brazil’s National School 
Feeding Program 301; and 
participatory and action-based 
research methods 147, 278 – 9, 
281, 318, 319; and participatory 
mechanisms 391; promotion 
and strengthening of 26; in 
public policy 255, 258, 389 – 90; 
and public-private partnerships 
(PPPs) 168; public-private-civil 
society approach 285, 288; 
within recourse mechanisms 

391; within Scaling Up Nutrition 
(SUN) 219; under Screen State 
Action against Hunger! How to 
Use the Voluntary Guidelines on 
the Right to Food to Monitor 
Public Policies? 32, 299; in social 
protection programs 301; and 
structural violence 146; and the 
United Nations (UN) 390; and 
the United Nations Committee 
on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (CESCR) 17; and 
the United Nations Office of the 
High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR) 389; and 
urban agriculture 261; under the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security 32, 79, 145, 298 – 9; see 
also Association for Women’s 
Rights in Development (AWID), 
Civil Society Forum on Food 
Security, Civil Society Forum 
on Food Sovereignty, Equipo 
Mujeres en Acción Solidaria 
(EMAS), evolution of the human 
right to food and nutrition 
concept, Global Strategic 
Framework for Food Security 
and Nutrition (GSF), human 
rights principles, Optional 
Protocol to the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights, people’s 
and food sovereignty, “UNiTE 
to End Violence against 
Women,” United Nations Entity 
for Gender Equality and the 
Empowerment of Women (UN 
Women), Women and the Right 
to Livelihoods

climate change 83, 285, 347 – 8, 357, 
367, 386, 393

Codex Alimentarius 173, 353
commercialized nutrition see 

medicalized nutrition
Committee on World Food Security 

(CFS) 90, 92; CFS Private Sector 
Modalities 36, 38; on food and 
nutrition security 33 – 6, 258, 
315; and human rights defenders 
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392; Intergovernmental 
Working Group 19, 31; the 
private sector within 36 – 9; 
reform of 33 – 6, 79, 297, 315, 
390; see also accountability, 
agriculture and nutrition, civil 
society participation, corporate 
private sector, democracy, food 
(in)security, food production, 
gender equality, Global 
Strategic Framework for Food 
Security and Nutrition (GSF), 
human rights violations, local 
food systems, Proposal for an 
International Food Security 
and Nutrition Civil Society 
Mechanism for Relations with 
CFS, women’s human rights, 
World Bank

community food security 257, 284, 
287 – 8, 318, 319, 383

complementary foods: in combination 
with breastfeeding 163, 185 – 7, 
197, 205, 225; under the 
Consolidated Guidelines on 
the Use of Antiretroviral Drugs 
for Treating and Preventing 
HIV Infection 205; under the 
Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC) 186; corporate 
marketing of 186; in emergency 
situations 208 – 16; as industry-
based food violence 112; 
under the Maternity Protection 
Convention (No. 183) 192; 
and the pharmaceutical-based 
approach to micronutrient 
supplementation 72; safety and 
adequacy of 162, 186 – 7; and 
severe acute malnutrition (SAM) 
211; see also Global Strategy for 
Infant and Young Child Feeding 
(IYCF), infant and young child 
feeding, local food systems, 
malnutrition

conflicts of interest: civil society on 
175 – 6; and the Conflicts of 
Interest Coalition 176 – 7; 
definitions 175; within the 
Global Social Observatory 
(GSO) 223; under HIV and 
Infant Feeding 2010: An 
Updated Framework for Priority 

Action 207 – 8; and human 
rights instruments 343; within 
multistakeholder initiatives 
(MSIs) 175; in The Lancet 
“Maternal and Child (Under)
Nutrition” series 176; between 
public policy and corporate 
sector 173 – 9, 225; within public-
private partnerships (PPPs) 175, 
220; within Scaling Up Nutrition 
(SUN) 220, 221, 222; within the 
United Nations (UN) 228; and 
the World Health Organization 
(WHO) 176 – 7, 222

Consensus of Washington 18
Consolidated Guidelines on the Use of 

Antiretroviral Drugs for Treating 
and Preventing HIV Infection 
204 – 5

Consultative Group on International 
Agricultural Research (CGIAR) 
Consortium 34, 81

consumer packaged goods (CPG) 
companies 86; see also Nestlé

“Continuum of Care Fact Sheet: 
Reproductive, Maternal, 
Newborn and Child Health” 217

Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) 165, 356; 
article 5 199; article 11 199; 
article 12 62, 63, 75 – 6; article 
14 62 – 4; on childbearing 179; 
conceptual limitations of 344; 
entry into force 9; evolution 6 – 8, 
164; regarding the fulfillment 
of women’s and girls’ right 
to dignity 145; regarding the 
highest attainable standard of 
health 75; on maternity 199; 
and nutrition see nutrition; 
omission of women’s human 
right to adequate food and 
nutrition see structural isolation 
of women’s human rights from 
the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition; protection 
gaps 385; on the role of women 
in relation to the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition 343; 
on state party periodic reports 
92, 146; and the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
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25; see also agrarian reform, 
breastfeeding, child marriage, 
civil and political rights, civil 
society participation, economic, 
social, and cultural rights, gender 
equality, gender mainstreaming, 
General Recommendation 
on Rural Women, General 
Recommendation 24 on 
Women and Health, General 
Recommendation 25 on 
Temporary Special Measures, 
highest attainable standard 
of health, human rights 
instruments, local food systems, 
optional protocols, pregnancy, 
rural women, state human rights 
obligations, United Nations 
Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW Committee), violence 
against women, vulnerability, 
women’s human right to 
adequate food and nutrition

Convention on the Nationality of 
Married Women 7, 10; see also 
human rights instruments

Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees 356; see also human 
rights instruments

Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC) 356; adoption 6, 16; 
article 18 199; article 24, 74, 
75, 76, 186, 188; article 27 75, 
76; on breastmilk substitutes in 
emergencies 202; development 
75; on human right to full and 
accurate information about best 
nutrition and feeding practices 
for infants and young children 
188, 349; and nutrition see 
nutrition; nutritional dimension 
344, 345; protection of children 
165; relationship to the 
International Code of Marketing 
of Breast-milk Substitutes 
189; and the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 25; 
on women as passive feeders 
of infants 59, 344; see also 
breastfeeding, child marriage, 
children’s human rights, 
evolution of the human right to 

food and nutrition concept, food 
production, highest attainable 
standard of health, human rights 
instruments, optional protocols, 
pregnancy, state human rights 
obligations, United Nations 
Committee on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC Committee), 
vulnerability

Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities 6, 356; see also 
human rights instruments

 Convention against Torture and Other 
Cruel, Inhumane or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment 6; see 
also human rights instruments

Copenhagen Summit on Social 
Development 351

The Cordoba Declaration on the Right 
to Food and the Governance 
of the Global Food and 
Agricultural Systems 263

corporate private sector 30, 39; 
accountability see corporate 
private sector accountability; 
civil society struggle against 
18 – 19, 27, 39; within the 
Committee on World Food 
Security (CFS) 34, 36, 39; under 
General Comment 12 on the 
Right to Adequate Food 23; 
growth of 5, 83 – 85; interests 
versus civil society 85, 92, 
168, 346, 347, 384, 392; and 
landgrabbing 129, 347; and 
malnutrition 166, 360; power 
of 26, 33, 84, 91, 168, 287, 
384; marketing see corporate 
private sector marketing; power 
relationship with rights holders 
23, 26, 33, 38; resistance to 
the human right to adequate 
food 27; and cooperation with 
the United Nations (UN) 177; 
see also CFS Private Sector 
Modalities, Eide, A., food 
and nutrition security, food 
sovereignty, General Comment 
12 on the Right to Adequate 
Food, General Comment 16 on 
State Obligations Regarding the 
Impact of the Business Sector 
on Children’s Rights, Global 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Index 435

Strategic Framework for Food 
Security and Nutrition (GSF), 
human rights-based framework, 
intertwined subjectivities, 
medical nutrition, open-ended 
intergovernmental working 
groups

corporate private sector accountability 
27, 171 – 9; and corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) 171 – 2, 
222; legal 21; mandatory 
regulatory guidelines on 171; 
under the SUN Movement: 
Revised Road Map 224; within 
the United Nations Global 
Compact 172 – 3; and voluntary 
initiatives 167, 170, 172; see also 
Children’s Rights and Business 
Principles (CRBP), Draft 
Norms on Responsibilities of 
Transnational Corporations and 
Other Business Enterprises with 
Regard to Human Rights, Global 
Strategy for Infant and Young 
Child Feeding, infant and young 
child feeding, state human rights 
obligations

corporate private sector marketing: of 
the Bear Brand see Nestlé; of 
food (and nutrition) substitutes 
40, 112; of foods high in 
saturated fats, trans-fatty acids, 
sodium and sugar (HFSS foods) 
196; regulation regarding 
foods of poor nutritional value 
192 – 3; regulation under General 
Comment 15 on the Right of the 
Child to the Enjoyment of the 
Highest Attainable Standard of 
Health 192; regulation under 
General Comment 16 on State 
Obligations Regarding the 
Impact of the Business Sector 
on Children’s Rights 192 – 3; 
regulation under Innocenti 
Declaration on Infant Young 
Child Feeding (2005) 193; state 
extraterritorial human rights 
obligation to regulate 393; state 
human rights obligation to 
protect against 381, 387; and 
traditional feeding practices 348; 
regulation under World Health 

Association (WHA) resolutions 
193, 229; see also breastmilk 
substitutes, De Schutter, O., 
medical nutrition, ready-to-use 
foods (RUFs), structural causes 
of hunger and malnutrition

corporate private sector obligations: 
and corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) 171, 179; 
under the International Code 
on Marketing of Breast-milk 
Substitutes 192, 229; under 
the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR) 166 – 7; 
regarding nutrition-based 
interventions 229; regarding 
the progressive realization of 
the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition 167; under 
World Health Association 
(WHA) resolutions 229; under 
World Health Organization 
(WHO) recommendations on 
the marketing of foods and non-
alcoholic beverages to children 
229; see also Draft Norms on 
Responsibilities of Transnational 
Corporations and Other 
Business Enterprises with Regard 
to Human Rights, state human 
rights obligations

corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
see corporate private sector 
accountability, corporate private 
sector obligations

crises see chronic health crises, 
emergencies

cultural practices see traditional 
practices

cultural violence see violence against 
women

De Schutter, O.: on agroecology 291, 
293; on breastmilk substitutes 
225 – 6; on food production 
and marketing 83, 196; on the 
global food crisis 24, 33; on the 
Global Strategic Framework 
for Food and Nutrition Security 
(GSF) 37; on the International 
Code of Marketing of Breast-
milk Substitutes 225, 226; on 
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local food security 293; on 
nutrition initiatives 224, 226; 
on peasant agriculture 285; on 
regulating corporate private 
sector marketing practices 226; 
on social protection 300; on 
the structural causes of hunger 
33; on sustainable diets 292, 
293; on a sustainable global 
food system 301; on women 
and gender 63, 109, 293, 311; 
on World Health Assembly 
(WHA) resolutions 225, 226; 
on World Health Organization 
(WHO) recommendations on 
the marketing of breastmilk 
substitutes and of foods and non-
alcoholic beverages to children 
226

Declaration of Commitment on HIV/
AIDS 283

Declaration on the Elimination of 
Violence against Women 
(DEVAW): introduction 11; 
article 1 127, 146; article 2 127, 
146; article 3 127, 146; article 4 
127, 146; see also accountability, 
civil society participation, 
gender mainstreaming, human 
rights instruments, International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
local food systems, violence 
against women

 Declaration of the Rights of the Child 
165;  see also human rights 
instruments

Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples 6, 356; see 
also human rights instruments

Declaration for Women's Reproductive 
and Sexual Rights and Health 
179

Declaration of the World Summit on 
Food Security 37

democracy: under the Additional 
Protocol to the [1969] American 
Convention on Human Rights 
in the Area of Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (Protocol of 
San Salvador) 77; and Brot für 
die Welt 142; and the Committee 
on World Food Security (CFS) 

34, 92; and corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) 171; 
democratic participation 2, 17, 
23, 357, 368, 389 – 90; and food 
and nutrition systems 300; and 
food governance 257; in food 
policy 288; and human rights 
18; and the human rights-based 
framework 262, 297; under 
the International Assessment of 
Agricultural Knowledge, Science 
and Technology for Development 
(IAASTD) 263, 316; democratic 
governance 26, 39, 84, 257; 
and multistakeholder initiatives 
(MSIs) 168; and public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) 168; and 
state human rights obligations 
267; and the sustainable 
livelihoods approach (SLA) 278; 
under the Voluntary Guidelines 
to Support the Progressive 
Realization of the Right to 
Adequate Food in the Context 
of National Food Security 
145; see also agroecology, civil 
society participation, community 
food security, Equipo Mujeres 
en Acción Solidaria (EMAS), 
food justice, food policy 
councils, food sovereignty, 
local food systems, organic 
agriculture, Nobel Women’s 
Initiative, sustainable diets, state 
obligations, Women in Informal 
Employment Globalization and 
Organizing (WIEGO)

Department for International 
Development (DFID) 277 
domestic violence: under the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform 
for Action 127; and Equipo 
Mujeres en Acción (EMAS) 
310; need for law on 118; and 
microcredit interventions 141; 
in national action plans (NAPs) 
131 – 2; within the People’s and 
Food Sovereignty Matrix 378; 
as a risk to women’s health 
128; and social protection 125; 
state human rights obligation 
to protect 381; as structural 
violence 116 – 17, 348; and 
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women’s independence 273; 
and women’s position in 
the household 273, 306; 
evaluation by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) on 127; 
see also structural violence, 
violence against women

Draft Guidelines for the Marketing 
of Ready to Use Supplemental 
Foods for Children 215, 227; 
see also breastmilk substitutes, 
corporate private sector 
marketing

Draft Norms on Responsibilities of 
Transnational Corporations 
and Other Business Enterprises 
with Regard to Human Rights 
171 – 2; see also human rights 
instruments

duty bearers: and accountability 36; 
and Brazil’s National School 
Feeding Program 302; within 
food and nutrition policies 90; 
under The Future We Want 224; 
and gender mainstreaming 146; 
under General Comment 12 on 
the Right to Adequate Food; 
23; within the human rights 
framework 26 – 7; within the 
human rights-based approach 
25, 116, 162, 350; under 
international law 168 – 9; under 
Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) 
“Principles of Engagement” 224; 
within the Sixth Report on the 
World Nutrition Situation 363; 
see also corporate private sector 
obligations, state human rights 
obligations

economic, social, and cultural rights 
4, 145; relationship to civil 
and political rights 5, 17, 19, 
74, 343, 344, 391; under the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) 62; 
within national human rights 
systems 391;indivisibility 
with human right to adequate 
food and nutrition 368; state 
obligations under 21 – 2; under 
the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (UDHR) 16; 
and structural violence 144; see 
also International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR), human rights 
instruments

Eide, A. 16, 359; on corporate power 
18; on the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition 
conceptual framework 350 – 2; 
on the human rights-based 
approach to food 25, 352; on 
human rights principles 350; The 
Right to Adequate Food and to 
Be Free From Hunger: Updated 
Study on the Right to Food 
16, 20, 22, 23, 25, 351 – 2; and 
the United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) 25; on women’s 
human rights 351, 352; see also 
Food Security Matrix

emergencies: acute 200; chronic 200; 
coexistence of overweight and 
underweight in protracted 196; 
and household power relations 
118; use of the infant and young 
child feeding (IYCF) approach 
217; use of ready-to-use foods 
(RUFs) in 87, 213, 214, 216; 
response programs to 143, 
209 – 10; sudden 200; urgent 200; 
see also breastfeeding, breastmilk 
substitutes, child mortality, 
complementary foods, food 
aid, HIV/AIDS, human right to 
adequate food and nutrition, 
human rights-based framework, 
infant and young child feeding, 
Infant and Young Child Feeding 
in Emergencies: Operational 
Guidance for Emergency Relief 
Staff and Programme Managers, 
International Code of Marketing 
of Breast-milk Substitutes, Just 
Associates (JASS), local food 
systems, state human rights 
obligations

empowerment: concept 138, 275, 320; 
key challenge to 276; of women 
see women’s empowerment; see 
also civil society, civil society 
participation, gender, gender 
equality, gender mainstreaming, 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



438 Index

HIV/AIDS, human rights-
based approach, human rights 
principles, human rights-
based framework, local food 
systems, United Nations Entity 
for Gender Equality and the 
Empowerment of Women (UN 
Women), women in agriculture, 
World Bank

Equal Rights Amendment 9
Equipo Mujeres en Acción Solidaria 

(EMAS) 309 – 10
Europe 213, 259, 296, 307, 308, 313, 

314; Albania 134; Armenia 
117 – 18; Central 305; Denmark 
119; Eastern 142, 305; Ireland 
132, 358; Moldova 132; 
Northern Ireland 139 – 40; Spain 
261; Sweden 133; Ukraine 132; 
United Kingdom 86, 119, 190, 
290

Every Woman Every Child 177–8
evolution of the human right to 

adequate food and nutrition 
concept: role of civil society 2, 
12, 16 – 20, 40; through treaty 
bodies 385; see also General 
Comment 12 on the Right 
to Adequate Food, Global 
Strategic Framework for Food 
and Nutrition Security (GSF), 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition, human right to 
adequate food and nutrition 
conceptual framework, human 
rights-based framework, 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security

extraterritorial human rights 
obligations see state 
extraterritorial human rights 
obligations

FIAN International 19, 32, 63, 285, 
296, 299

Fiji 119
food aid: as charitable nutrition 

254; dependency on 84, 200, 
214 – 15, 229, 284, 296, 319; as 
malnutrition prevention strategy 
254; under the Voluntary 

Guidelines to Support the 
Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food 
in the Context of National 
Food Security 214; see also 
accountability, gender equality, 
human rights violations, local 
food systems, violence against 
women

Food and Fairness Inquiry 290; Food 
Justice: The Report of the Food 
and Fairness Inquiry 290 – 1

food and nutrition (in)security: and 
agroecology 291; and Brot 
für die Welt 142; community 
food security 287 – 8; concept 
of 19, 79, 257 – 8, 287; and the 
conceptual human rights-based 
framework 383, 389; under 
the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (CRC) 76; and 
corporate involvement 21, 33; 
current state of 1; dimensions 
(pillars) of 20, 22 – 3, 76, 79, 
369; and equality 72, 296; and 
the global food crisis 32; and 
food sovereignty 18, 73, 287; 
and the free market 18; human 
rights perspective of 35; and 
gender mainstreaming 139, 
143, 145; gender perspective 
in 2, 58, 72, 108, 113, 143, 
145; under General Comment 
12 on the Right to Adequate 
Food 63, 77; under General 
Comment 14 on the Right to the 
Highest Attainable Standard of 
Health 91, 129; under General 
Recommendation 24 on Women 
and Health 64; household 
surveys on see household; and 
human rights principles 38; 
and individual entitlements 
257; and international 
governance structure 390; at 
the 18th International Union 
of Nutritional Sciences (IUNS) 
259; and landgrabbing 285; 
in local food systems 85, 92, 
285; and medical nutrition 89; 
and nutrition sensitive urban 
agriculture 261; production 
oriented 19, 72, 80, 257, 262; 
and ready-to-use supplementary 
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foods (RUSFs) 214; shortcomings 
of agricultural models for 262 – 4; 
shortcomings of medicalized 
nutrition intervention models for 
269 – 70; meaning of “security” 
293; within the Sixth Report on 
the World Food Situation 260; 
and sustainable diets 292; and 
the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR) 257; 
and the Voluntary Guidelines 
to Support the Progressive 
Realization of the Right to 
Adequate Food in the Context 
of National Food Security 30 – 1, 
298; of women see women’s 
food and nutrition security; 
women’s (key) contribution to 
1, 72, 111, 117, 256, 264, 276, 
293, 310; see also agribusiness, 
De Schutter, O., Committee 
on World Food Security 
(CFS), Civil Society Forum 
on Food Security, civil society 
participation, Declaration of the 
World Summit on Food Security, 
food policy councils (FPCs), 
food production, Food Security 
Matrix, food sovereignty, food 
systems approach, gender 
equality, gender perspective, 
Global Strategic Framework 
for Food Security and Nutrition 
(GSF), household, human right 
to adequate food and nutrition, 
human rights-based approach, 
human rights-based framework, 
indigenous peoples, International 
Assessment of Agricultural 
Knowledge, Science and 
Technology for Development 
(IAASTD), local food systems, 
PROMESA, state human rights 
obligations, The State of Food 
and Agriculture 2010 – 11—
Women in Agriculture: 
Closing the Gender Gap for 
Development, sustainable 
livelihoods, traditional practices, 
United Nations High-Level Task 
Force (HLTF) on the Global 
Food Security Crisis, violence 
against women, vulnerability, 
women’s empowerment, 

women’s food and nutrition 
security, women

food policy councils (FPCs)) 255, 284, 
288 – 9

food production: under the Additional 
Protocol to the [1969] American 
Convention on Human Rights 
in the Area of Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (Protocol 
of San Salvador) 78; and the 
child’s right to adequate food 
76; under the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS) 33, 
81; under the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) 77; 
under General Comment 12 on 
the Right to Adequate Food 63; 
under General Comment 16 on 
State Obligations Regarding the 
Impact of the Business Sector 
on Children’s Rights 61; under 
General Recommendation 24 on 
Women and Health 64; industrial 
scale 32 – 3, 58, 73, 74, 85, 254, 
347 – 8; under the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
13, 74; market-based approaches 
of 81; as separate from nutrition 
73 – 85, 258 – 9, 319, 358, 
360; overproduction 85; rural 
agriculture-based livelihoods 
293 – 4; sustainable 163, 214, 
263, 355, 380 – 1, 387; and 
sustainable diets 292 – 3; under 
the Universal Declaration on 
the Eradication of Hunger and 
Malnutrition 14; under the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food 
in the Context of National 
Food Security 80; and women 
and the household 65; and 
women’s role 265, 268; see also 
agribusiness, De Schutter, O., 
food sovereignty, International 
Assessment of Agricultural 
Knowledge, Science and 
Technology for Development 
(IAASTD), local food systems, 
traditional practices

Food Security Matrix 22 – 3, 352, 353, 
369; see also Eide, A.
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food sovereignty: concept 286; 
and control over means of 
production 80, 85, 91, 113, 
355, 356, 366; and the core 
elements of the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition 
355 – 6, 366 – 9; and corporate 
interests 346; Equipo Mujeres en 
Acción Solidaria (EMAS) 310; 
in food and nutrition practices 
89, 90; Food Sovereignty: 
A Critical Dialogue at Yale 
University 286; and gender 
equality 287; and the human 
rights-based approach 26, 31, 
72, 80; integration of gender, 
nutrition, and the human right 
to adequate food within 254, 
287; and medical nutrition 
358; movement 286, 296; state 
extraterritorial obligation to 
ensure an enabling environment 
for 393; see also agribusiness, 
civil society participation, 
democracy, food and nutrition 
(in)security, food production, 
food sovereignty framework, 
food systems approach, gender 
perspective, International 
Assessment of Agricultural 
Knowledge, Science and 
Technology for Development 
(IAASTD), International 
Planning Committee on Food 
Sovereignty (IPC), La Via 
Campesina, local food systems, 
people’s and food sovereignty, 
People’s Food Sovereignty 
Forum, People’s and Food 
Sovereignty Matrix, traditional 
practices, United Nations 
Entity for Gender Equality and 
the Empowerment of Women 
(UN Women), women’s human 
rights, World Food Summit

food sovereignty framework 39, 91, 
341, 356 – 8, 365 – 6, 394; see also 
food sovereignty, Peoples’ and 
Food Sovereignty Matrix

food systems approach 129; and food 
sovereignty 254; integrating 
food and nutrition security 
254, 319; local governance 76, 

77, 319; and nutrition 75, 85; 
and sustainable diets 254; see 
also agriculture and nutrition, 
agroecology, traditional practices

formula feeding see breastmilk 
substitutes

Fourth Report on the World Nutrition 
Situation: Nutrition throughout 
the Life Cycle 183

Fourth World Conference on Women 
16, 126, 127, 138, 351; see 
also Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action, gender 
mainstreaming

fulfill (facilitate) see state human rights 
obligations

fulfill (provide) see state human rights 
obligations

functional foods 87, 88, 89, 90; see 
also nutraceuticals, medicalized 
nutrition

gender: and (mal)nutrition 2, 91, 
182; under the International 
Food Security & Nutrition 
Civil Society Mechanism 
(CSM) 38, 39; debate on 274; 
and development (GAD) 275; 
dimension within human rights 
national institutions 391; and 
empowerment 276; fatigue 
275; gender disaggregated 
data see household; under 
General Comment 12 on the 
Right to Adequate Food 61, 
354; International Union of 
Nutritional Sciences (IUNS) 
on 262; 19th International 
Union of Nutritional Sciences 
(IUNS) on 262; within a new 
general comment on the right 
to adequate food and nutrition 
387 – 8; within the People’s 
and Food Sovereignty Matrix 
372; research 113; sensitive 
approaches 299, 318, 319, 
394; stereotypes 65, 74, 300, 
310, 359; under the Voluntary 
Guidelines to Support the 
Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food 
in the Context of National 
Food Security 354; see also De 
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Schutter, O., gender equality, 
gender mainstreaming, gender 
perspective, gender-based 
discrimination, violence against 
women, women in agriculture, 
women’s empowerment, 
women’s human rights

Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook 139, 
265, 311 – 12; see also women in 
agriculture

gender-based discrimination 1, 2, 59, 
74, 109 – 10; in childhood 165, 
166; under General Comment 16 
on The Equal Right of Men and 
Women to the Enjoyment of All 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
61; in household and community 
oriented nutrition work 80; and 
hunger and malnutrition 349; 
andKurdish Men for Gender 
Equality 308; and maternal 
mortality 179 – 80; and medical 
nutrition 89; and the nutrition 
paradigm 262; and human 
rights principles 28; policy 
reforms on 318 – 20; systematic 
116; as a form of violence see 
violence against women; see also 
breastfeeding, child marriage, 
civil society participation, 
De Schutter, O., The Lancet 
“Maternal and Child (Under)
Nutrition” series, patriarchal 
structure, pregnancy, rural 
women, structural isolation  
of women’s human rights  
from the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition, 
vulnerability

gender-based violence see violence 
against women

gender discrimination see gender-based 
discrimination

gender equality: in agriculture 264 – 9; 
and Brot für die Welt 142; under 
the Committee on World Food 
Security (CFS) 92; under the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) 63; 
and community food security 
287; and empowerment 276; 
and food aid 201; and food and 

nutrition security 267, 269; and 
food justice 289; under gender 
mainstreaming 138, 142; as 
part of the human rights system 
2; within the human right to 
adequate food framework 
conceptual framework 362, 
367 – 8; and microfinance 140; 
under national action plans 
(NAPs) 134; and natural 
resource management 267; 
within recourse mechanisms 391; 
and structural violence 124; and 
sustainable diets 292; within 
trade and policy 311; under the 
United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) 363; and unpaid care 
301; see also Association for 
Women’s Rights in Development 
(AWID), Center for Women’s 
Global Leadership (CWGL), 
De Schutter, O., Declaration of 
Commitment on HIV/AIDS, 
food sovereignty, Gender in 
Agriculture Sourcebook, Global 
Strategic Framework for Food 
and Nutrition Security (GSF), 
MenEngage, Nobel Women’s 
Initiative, PROMESA, The 
State of Food and Agriculture 
2010 – 11—Women in 
Agriculture: Closing the Gender 
Gap for Development, United 
Nations Entity for Gender 
Equality and the Empowerment 
of Women (UN Women), World 
Bank

gender mainstreaming 120; and Brot 
für die Welt 142; concept 
138 – 40; under the Convention 
on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) 
145 – 6; under the Declaration 
on the Elimination of Violence 
against Women (DEVAW) 
146; education 144; and 
empowerment 276 – 7; evolution 
275; and the Fourth World 
Conference on Women in Beijing 
126; inclusion of men in 277, 
308 – 10, 320; in legal systems 
144; in human right to adequate 
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food and nutrition work 310 – 18; 
and MenEngage 307, 314; and 
microfinance programs 140 – 1; 
operational implementation 
level of 139 – 40; at the Rio+20 
United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development 275; 
and structural violence 147; and 
the United Nations Committee 
on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (CESCR) 145; 
United Nations (UN) definition 
of 137 – 8; and women’s human 
right to adequate food and 
nutrition 146, 147; see also 
Association for Women’s Rights 
in Development (AWID), Center 
for Women’s Global Leadership 
(CWGL), civil society, civil 
society participation, Committee 
on World Food Security (CFS), 
Equipo Mujeres en Acción 
Solidaria (EMAS), gender 
equality, Gender in Agriculture 
Sourcebook, Inter Press 
Service (IPS) MDG3 Project, 
International Assessment of 
Agricultural Knowledge, Science 
and Technology for Development 
(IAASTD), Landesa Center for 
Women’s Land Rights, Nobel 
Women’s Initiative, PROMESA, 
The State of Food and 
Agriculture 2010 – 11—Women 
in Agriculture: Closing the 
Gender Gap for Development, 
“UNiTE to End Violence against 
Women,” United Nations 
Entity for Gender Equality and 
the Empowermentof Women 
(UN Women), violence against 
women, Women and the Right 
to Livelihoods, Women in Law 
and Development in Africa 
(WiLDAF), Women’s Caucus for 
Gender Justice, World’s Women 
reports

gender perspective: within the 
International Food Security & 
Nutrition Civil Society 
Mechanism (CSM) 315; within 
the conceptual human right 
to adequate food framework 

368, 383; in food and nutrition 
security 58, 108, 254; and 
food sovereignty 39, 341; 
mainstreaming of 2, 110, 
137; and public policy 255; 
see also Equipo Mujeres en 
Acción Solidaria (EMAS), 
gender mainstreaming, food 
and nutrition (in)security, food 
sovereignty, People’s and Food 
Sovereignty Matrix, women’s 
food and nutrition security

General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT) see Uruguay 
Round of the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)

General Comment 12 on the Right to 
Adequate Food: on the adequacy 
dimension of the human right 
to food and nutrition 354; 
adoption and development of 19, 
2; civil society responsibilities 
23; and the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition 
conceptual framework 354, 
367 – 8, 389; definition of the 
right to adequate food and 
nutrition 20 – 1; and gender 
discrimination see structural 
isolation of women’s human 
rights from the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition; 
and the role of women in 
relation to the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition 343; 
state human rights obligations 
21 – 2, 23; on the regulation of 
corporate activity 23; women’s 
human right to adequate food 
145; see also corporate private 
sector, food and nutrition (in)
security, food production, 
gender, General Comment on 
the Right to Adequate Food 
and Nutrition, Global Strategic 
Framework for Food Security 
and Nutrition (GSF), human 
rights instruments, International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
nutrition, patriarchal structure, 
PROMESA, state human rights 
obligations, United Nations 
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Committee on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (CESCR), 
World Food Summit

General Comment 14 on the Right to 
the Highest Attainable Standard 
of Health: adoption of 169; 
article 10 128; and the human 
right to adequate food and 
nutrition 91, 367; on indigenous 
peoples 78 – 9, 91, 128; and the 
nutritional dimension 367; state 
human rights obligations 22; 
see also food and nutrition (in)
security, General Comment on 
the Right to Adequate Food 
and Nutrition, human rights 
instruments, International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
nutrition, state human rights 
obligations, traditional practices, 
United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR), violence against 
women

General Comment 15 on the Right of 
the Child to the Enjoyment of 
the Highest Attainable Standard 
of Health 191 – 2, 226, 367; see 
also breastfeeding, Convention 
on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC), corporate private sector 
marketing, General Comment 
on the Right to Adequate Food 
and Nutrition, Global Strategy 
for Infant and Young Child 
Feeding (IYCF), human rights 
instruments, International Code 
of Marketing of Breast-milk 
Substitutes, state human rights 
obligations, United Nations 
Committee on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC Committee)

General Comment 16 on The Equal 
Right of Men and Women to 
the Enjoyment of All Economic, 
Social and Cultural 61, 67 – 9, 
169; see also gender-based 
discrimination, human rights 
instruments, International 
Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR), local food systems, 

United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR)

General Comment 16 on State 
Obligations Regarding the 
Impact of the Business Sector 
on Children’s Rights 169 – 70, 
173, 192 – 3; see also Convention 
on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC), corporate private 
sector, corporate private sector 
marketing, food production, 
International Code of Marketing 
of Breast-milk Substitutes, local 
food systems, non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), state 
human rights obligations, 
traditional practices, United 
Nations Committee on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC 
Committee), World Health 
Assembly (WHA) resolutions

General Comment 20 on Non-
Discrimination in Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights 
169; see also gender-based 
discrimination, human rights 
instruments, International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR)

General Comment on the Right 
to Adequate Food and 
Nutrition(new) 385 – 9; 
incorporation of gender 387 – 8; 
in line with General Comment 
14 on the Right to the Highest 
Attainable Standard of Health 
386; in line with General 
Comment 15 on the Right of 
the Child to the Enjoyment of 
the Highest Attainable Standard 
of Health 386; in line with 
General Recommendation 24 
on Women and Health 386; 
and the nutritional dimension 
386 – 7; and people’s and 
food sovereignty 385; see 
also human right to adequate 
food and nutrition conceptual 
framework, human rights 
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instruments, International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR), United Nations 
Committee on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC Committee)

general comments 17, 23, 66 – 70, 
169, 384, 385; see also civil 
society participation, General 
Comment 12 on the Right 
to Adequate Food, General 
Comment 14 on the Right 
to the Highest Attainable 
Standard of Health, General 
Comment 15 on the Right of 
the Child to the Enjoyment of 
the Highest Attainable Standard 
of Health, General Comment 
16 on The Equal Right of Men 
and Women to the Enjoyment 
of All Economic, Social and 
Cultural, General Comment 16 
on State Obligations Regarding 
the Impact of the Business 
Sector on Children’s Rights, 
General Comment 20 on Non-
Discrimination in Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights, 
General Comment on the Right 
to Adequate Food and Nutrition, 
United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR), United Nations 
Committee on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC Committee), 
vulnerability

General Recommendation on the 
Human Right to Adequate Food 
and Nutrition and Women 92, 
146, 169, 388, 389; see also 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), 
human rights instruments, 
structural isolation of women’s 
human rights from the human 
right to adequate food and 
nutrition, United Nations 
Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW Committee)

Rural Women 91, 388; see also 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), 
human rights instruments, 
United Nations Committee 
on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW Committee)

General Recommendation 24 on 
Women and Health 63 – 4, 126; 
and a new General Comment 
on the Right to Adequate 
Food and Nutrition 386; and 
the nutritional dimension 
367; see also Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW), food and 
nutrition (in)security, General 
Comment on the Right to 
Adequate Food and Nutrition, 
human rights instruments, local 
food systems, United Nations 
Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW Committee)

General Recommendation 25 on 
Temporary Special Measures 
71 – 2; see also Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW), human rights 
instruments, United Nations 
Committee on the Elimination 
of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW Committee), 
vulnerability

general recommendations 66, 145, 
169, 385; see also Convention 
on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), 
General Recommendation 
on Rural Women, General 
Recommendation on the 
Human Right to Adequate Food 
and Nutrition and Women, 
General Recommendation 
24 on Women and Health, 
General Recommendation 25 
on Temporary Special Measures, 
human rights instruments, United 
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Nations Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW 
Committee), vulnerability

Geneva Conventions 16; Additional 
Protocols 16

Global Partnership on Agriculture, 
Food Security and Nutrition 
(GPFAS) 33, 34, 35

Global Social Observatory (GSO) 
223; Announcement for a 
Consultation Process on Conflict 
of Interest in the Scaling Up 
Nutrition Movement 223; see 
also conflicts of interest

green economy 275, 314
Group of Eight (G8) 33, 357
Group of Seventy-Seven (G77) 33
Group of Twenty Finance Ministers and 

Central Bank Governors (G20) 
33, 357

Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition 
(GAIN) 174, 221, 224

global food crisis 1, 24, 32 – 3, 296; see 
also agribusiness, De Schutter, 
O., food and nutrition (in)
security, India, United States

global food governance 26, 36, 80, 319
Global Partnership for Agriculture, 

Food Security and Nutrition 297
Global Strategic Framework for Food 

Security and Nutrition (GSF) 
389; and accountability 38; 
and civil society participation 
37, 38, 79; and the corporate 
private sector 38, 79; and the 
evolution of the human right 
to food and nutrition concept 
8; on food (in)security 36 – 7, 
79; on gender equality 92; and 
General Comment 12 on the 
Right to Adequate Food 37; 
and the human rights-based 
approach to adequate food 
37 – 8; on indigenous peoples 
38; on nutrition 79 – 80; on 
structural causes of hunger 
and malnutrition 38; and the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security 37; and women’s human 

rights 92; see also Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS), De 
Schutter, O.

Global Strategy for Infant and Young 
Child Feeding 173, 174, 178, 
217; on complementary foods 
186 – 7; under General Comment 
15 on the Right of the Child to 
the Enjoyment of the Highest 
Attainable Standard of Health 
192

green revolution 81, 83
Guidelines on Cooperation between the 

United Nations and the Business 
Community 174 – 5

Guidelines on HIV and Infant Feeding: 
2010 edition 205 – 6; 2013 
edition 205 – 6

Guidelines on Working with the 
Private Sector to Achieve Health 
Outcomes 174

Handbook for Legislation on Violence 
against Women 130

HIV/AIDS: situation in Africa 274, 
282, 283; antiretroviral (ARV) 
interventions 204 – 5; under the 
Baby-Friendly Hospital Initiative 
(BFHI) 217; and breastfeeding 
by infected mothers 165, 203 – 8; 
in crises 200, 206 – 7; and 
empowerment 125; in girls and 
women 165, 282 – 3; and food 
and nutrition insecurity 165, 
282; and infant feeding see infant 
and young child feeding; and 
the 18th International Union 
of Nutritional Sciences (IUNS) 
259; public health approach204, 
206; and maternal nutritional 
health status 165; human right 
to adequate food and nutrition 
for affected infants and young 
children 207; and sexual violence 
282 – 3; and women in agriculture 
265 – 6; and women’s right to 
make an informed decision on 
infant feeding 203, 204, 206; 
see also breastmilk substitutes, 
Consolidated Guidelines on 
the Use of Antiretroviral Drugs 
for Treating and Preventing 
HIV Infection, Declaration of 
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Commitment on HIV/AIDS, 
Guidelines on HIV and Infant 
Feeding, HIV and Infant Feeding 
2010: An Updated Framework 
for Priority Action, human 
rights-based framework, national 
action plans (NAPs), World’s 
Women reports

HIV and Infant Feeding 2010: An 
Updated Framework for 
Priority Action 207 – 8; see 
also breastmilk substitutes, 
conflicts of interest, HIV/AIDS, 
International Code of Marketing 
of Breast-milk Substitutes

household: food and nutrition security 
269 – 70, 274; concept 271, 272; 
female-headed 272 – 3, 274; 
gender disaggregated data on 
270 – 4, 319; intra-household 
dynamics of 270, 272, 274; 
see also food and nutrition 
(in)security, food production, 
gender-based discrimination, 
South Africa, The State of Food 
and Agriculture 2010 – 11—
Women in Agriculture: 
Closing the Gender Gap for 
Development, women in 
agriculture, women’s autonomy, 
women’s empowerment, World’s 
Women reports

human dignity: within Food Justice: 
The Report of the Food and 
Fairness Inquiry 291; under 
General Recommendation 24 
on Women and Health 64; and 
human rights covenants and 
treaties 357; within the human 
rights-based framework 3; 
human rights promotion of 350; 
under the International Code 
of Marketing of Breast-milk 
Substitutes 192; and medicalized 
nutrition 82; mother’s 388; 
under a new general comment 
on the right to adequate food 
and nutrition 386; and the 
nutritional dimension 358, 359; 
as a PANTHER principle 27, 
29; within the People’s and Food 
Sovereignty Matrix 369, 377 – 9, 
380, 381, 382; within public 

policies and programs 390; 
under the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR) 4; 
under the Voluntary Guidelines 
to Support the Progressive 
Realization of the Right to 
Adequate Food in the Context 
of National Food Security 299; 
women’s 362; see also human 
rights principles

human right to adequate food and 
nutrition: under the capability 
approach 354 – 5; and the Center 
for Women’s Global Leadership 
(CWGL) 311; and civil society 
participation 23, 283; and 
community food security 
287; conceptual framework 
see human right to adequate 
food and nutrition conceptual 
framework; cultural dimension 
of 359; definition 355 – 6; as an 
economic, social, and cultural 
right 4, 21; in emergencies 
143; evolutive nature 2 – 5, 40, 
59, 72; need for “food and 
nutrition” 3, 262, 341, 355, 
367; and gender mainstreaming 
138; under the Global Strategic 
Framework for Food Security 
and Nutrition (GSF) 37, 38; of 
infants 182; as international law 
12; at the 18th International 
Union of Nutritional Sciences 
(IUNS) 259; interrelatedness 
with other human rights 25, 33, 
59, 137, 145, 344 – 5, 356; legal 
foundation 12 – 16; nutritional 
dimension of 2, 39, 58, 72 – 4, 
91, 343 – 4, 355, 358 – 60, 367, 
386; and the need to identify 
discriminated against groups 
356; and public policy 27, 58, 
72, 91, 110, 129, 131; as a social 
construct (process) 343 – 4, 354; 
in social protection programs 
125, 143; role of women in 
2, 64, 91, 145, 343; and the 
Uruguay Round on General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) 18; women’s human 
rights dimension 361 – 5; women 
and progressive realization of 
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1, 2, 137, 287; see also civil 
and political rights, Eide, A., 
evolution of the human right to 
food and nutrition concept, food 
sovereignty, food sovereignty 
framework, Food Security 
Matrix, food and nutrition (in)
security, General Comment 
12 on the Right to Adequate 
Food, national action plans 
(NAPs), People’s and Food 
Sovereignty Matrix, state human 
rights obligations, Voluntary 
Guidelines to Support the 
Progressive Realization of the 
Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security, Updated Study on the 
Right to Food

human right to adequate food and 
nutrition conceptual framework 
12, 14, 77, 344 – 6; development 
of 354 – 6; and the human rights 
system 394; and justiciability 
12, 17, 392; redefinition of 341, 
350 – 2, 366 – 9; see also civil 
society participation, Eide, A., 
evolution of the human right 
to adequate food and nutrition 
concept, food sovereignty 
framework, gender equality, 
gender perspective, General 
Comment 12 on the Right 
to Adequate Food, General 
Comment 14 on the Right to the 
Highest Attainable Standard of 
Health, General Comment on 
the Human Right to Adequate 
Food and Nutrition, human right 
to adequate food and nutrition, 
nutrition, overnutrition, People’s 
and Food Sovereignty Matrix, 
state human rights obligations, 
structural causes of hunger 
and malnutrition, Voluntary 
Guidelines to Support the 
Progressive Realization of the 
Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security

human rights: approach see human 
rights-based approach; 
characteristics see human rights 

characteristics; of children see 
children’s human rights; claiming 
4, 12, 29; conceptual limitations 
of 341; defenders 24, 30, 224, 
350, 368, 384, 392; instruments 
see human rights instruments; 
legal framework 2, 15, 59, 72, 
92, 116, 224; national systems 
391; principles see human 
rights principles; as best tool to 
address hunger and malnutrition 
341, 350, 394; as best tool to 
address inequality 341, 350; 
universal court 392; of women 
see women’s human rights; see 
also human right to adequate 
food and nutrition, human right 
to adequate food and nutrition 
conceptual framework, women’s 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition

human rights-based approach 2, 14, 20, 
24, 27; within the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS) 36; 
compared to the human rights-
based framework 26; discourse 
on 26; and empowerment 
138; and food and nutrition 
security 26, 27; and the Global 
Alliance for Improved Nutrition 
(GAIN) 224; within legal 
and conceptual frameworks 
344 – 6; mainstreaming of 25; 
to nutrition paradigm 261 – 2; 
within public policy 344 – 6; and 
Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) 
224 – 5; to addressing structural 
violence 116; and social and 
political interests 342; within the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food 
in the Context of National 
Food Security 32; see also 
accountability, civil society 
participation, duty bearers, Eide, 
A., food sovereignty, Global 
Strategic Framework for Food 
and Nutrition Security (GSF), 
human rights, human rights 
principles, human rights-based 
framework, rights holders, state 
human rights obligations, United 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



448 Index

Nations Statement of Common 
Understanding on Human 
Rights-Based Approaches to 
Development Cooperation and 
Programming

human rights-based framework: and 
accountability 26, 262; and 
agrarian struggles 297 – 8; 
and breastfeeding and HIV/
AIDS 204, 206; conceptual 
framework see human right to 
adequate food and nutrition 
conceptual framework; and 
the corporate private sector 
34; in emergency situations 
209; and empowerment 276; 
evolution 19, 72, 342; for food 
and nutrition security 25 – 30, 
72, 257; and the Food Justice: 
The Report of the Food and 
Fairness Inquiry 290 – 1; and 
gender mainstreaming 146, 276; 
and global food governance 
80; and the invisibility of 
structural causes of hunger 
and malnutrition 346 – 50; and 
multistakeholder initiatives 
(MSIs) 171; and local food 
systems 285, 300, 319; and 
the inclusion of marginalized 
groups 303; and public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) 171; social 
determinants of the conceptual 
limitations in 344 – 6; and trade 
policy 40; in the Voluntary 
Guidelines to Support the 
Progressive Realization of the 
Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security 31, 32; and Women 
in Informal Employment 
Globalization and Organizing 
(WIEGO) 305; see also civil 
society participation, democracy, 
duty bearers, human rights, 
human rights principles, human 
rights-based approach, rights 
holders, state human rights 
obligations

human rights characteristics 3, 4, 5, 25, 
61; of inalienability 4, 5, 14, 59, 
163, 165; of indivisibility 4, 5, 
25, 80, 137, 341, 350, 368; of 

interdependence 4, 5, 59, 137, 
344; of interrelatedness 4, 341; 
of universality see universality

Human Rights Compliant and 
Sustainable Food Systems 296

human rights instruments 1, 6, 72, 72; 
and intertwined subjectivities 
of mother and child 164; and 
invisibility of violences 350; as 
social constructs 343 – 4; see also 
conflicts of interest

human rights principles: of 
accountability see accountability; 
of empowerment see 
empowerment; as foundation 
for the progressive realization 
of human rights 3, 5; of human 
dignity see human dignity; 
mainstreaming of 379, 382; of 
non-discrimination see non-
discrimination; PANTHER 
27 – 30, 38; of participation 23, 
27, 28, 78, 276, 348, 390; and 
policies against hunger and 
malnutrition 394; of rule of law 
27, 29 – 30, 31, 390; and social 
movements 12; of transparency 
23, 27, 28 – 9, 390; and the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security 32; see also Eide, A.

human rights treaty bodies see 
United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR), United Nations 
Committee on the Elimination 
of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW Committee), 
United Nations Committee on 
the Rights of the Child (CRC 
Committee)

human rights violations: and the 
Committee on World Food 
Security (CFS) 39; domestic 
violence as 11, 273; and food 
aid 64; under the human 
rights-based framework 27; 
and the Second International 
Conference on Nutrition (ICN2) 
82; and the indivisibility of 
human rights 368 – 9; and the 
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need for a legal mechanism 6; 
and landgrabbing 285; and 
medicalized nutrition 88, 89; 
and the Optional Protocol to 
the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights 17, 40; social support 
against 114; within state 
parties’ and civil society reports 
145, 146; state human rights 
obligation to protect against 21; 
systematic 114 – 115; and the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food 
in the Context of National 
Food Security 32; see also 
micronutrient supplementation, 
recourse mechanisms, structural 
violence, violence against 
women, vulnerability

hunger and malnutrition: freedom 
from 25, 74, 77, 355; global 
problem of 1, 16, 34, 83; and 
international financial, trade 
and investment 357; invisibility 
of violence and 346 – 50; and 
medicalized nutrition 80; policy 
strategies to overcome 286, 
344, 357 – 8, 363, 383, 385, 
394; and Scaling Up Nutrition 
(SUN) 220; social movement 
involvement in 384; as a result 
of social processes 357; and 
state human rights obligations 
394; status of women 165; 
as systematic human rights 
violations 115; and traditional 
feeding practices 348; as a form 
of violence 108; and women’s 
public participation 138; 
inclusion of women’s human 
rights into the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition 
conceptual framework 361 – 2, 
364; see also accountability, child 
malnutrition, food and nutrition 
(in)security, gender-based 
discrimination, human rights, 
human rights-based framework, 
structural causes of hunger 
and malnutrition, Universal 
Declaration on the Eradication 

of Hunger and Malnutrition, 
violence against women

inalienability see human rights 
principles

India: global food crisis 296; solutions 
to moderate and mild chronic 
malnutrition in 216; social 
protection in 124 – 5; Third 
National Family Health Survey 
(NFHS-3) 135; violence against 
women in 119, 307; women’s 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition in 361 – 2; women’s 
milk production in 185; see 
also child marriage, One Billion 
Rising

indigenous peoples: in the Civil Society 
Forum for Food Sovereignty 
30; in the International Food 
Security & Nutrition Civil 
Society Mechanism (CSM) 35; 
cooperative 121 – 2; equality 
164 – 5; food and nutrition 
security 129; lands 129; in 
Mexico 121 – 2; in Panama 
308 – 9; state human rights 
obligations to respect customary 
rights to means of production 
380; in Uganda 279 – 8; see also 
Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, General 
Comment 14 on the Right 
to the Highest Attainable 
Standard of Health, Global 
Strategic Framework for Food 
and Nutrition Security (GSF), 
traditional practices, Women and 
the Right to Livelihoods

indivisibility see human rights principles
infant and young child feeding: in 

emergencies 201 – 3, 208 – 16; 
best practices of 163, 197, 
217 – 19; commercial and social 
challenges to 188 – 96, 196 – 200; 
in regard to HIV/AIDS 162, 
203 – 8; infant and young child 
feeding (IYCF) approach 217; 
and marketing 170, 196; right 
to full and complete information 
about best practices for 163, 
188, 197;in see also chronic 
health crises, emergencies, 
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450 Index

Global Strategy for Infant and 
Young Child Feeding (IYCF), 
Infant and Young Child Feeding 
in Emergencies: Operational 
Guidance for Emergency Relief 
Staff and Programme Managers, 
International Code of Marketing 
of Breast-milk Substitutes, 
Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN), 
United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF)

Infant and Young Child Feeding in 
Emergencies: Operational 
Guidance for Emergency  
Relief Staff and Programme 
Managers 202, 203; see 
also chronic health crises, 
emergencies, infant and young 
child feeding

infant malnutrition see child 
malnutrition

infant mortality see child mortality
inheritance: and gender discrimination 

387; of land 129, 267, 304;  
right to 61, 363; and women 
111, 129, 133, 267, 304,  
363

Innocenti Declaration on the 
Protection, Promotion and 
Support of Breastfeeding: 1990 
edition 193, 199, 202; 2005 
edition 163, 193, 199, 202; see 
also breastfeeding, breastmilk 
substitutes

Integrated Management of Childhood 
Illness (IMCI) strategy 217

Integrating the Rights of Women into 
the Human Rights Mechanisms 
of the United Nations 126

Inter-American Commission of Women 
(CIM) 10, 11

Inter-American Convention on the 
Nationality of Women 10; see 
also human rights instruments, 
Organization of American States 
(OAS)

Inter-American Convention on the 
Prevention, Punishment, and 
Eradication of Violence against 
Women (Convention of Belém 
do Pará) 11; see also human 
rights instruments, Organization 
of American States (OAS)

Inter Press Service (IPS) MDG3 Project 
312 – 13; “Communicating for 
Change: Voice, Visibility and 
Impact for Gender Equality—
Summary and Highlights” 
312 – 13

interdependence see human rights 
principles

International Assessment of 
Agricultural Knowledge, 
Science and Technology for 
Development (IAASTD) 163, 
261, 262 – 3, 285, 288, 291, 316; 
see also agroecology, civil society 
participation, democracy, food 
and nutrition (in)security, food 
production, food sovereignty, 
local food systems, sustainable 
livelihoods, urban agriculture, 
women in agriculture, World 
Bank

International Baby Food Action 
Network (IBFAN): 173; see 
also breastfeeding, breastmilk 
substitutes, children’s human 
rights, complementary foods, 
corporate private sector 
accountability, corporate private 
sector marketing, conflicts of 
interest, infant and young child 
feeding, International Code 
of Marketing of Breast-milk 
Substitutes

International Code of Conduct on the 
Right to Adequate Food 19, 
30, 31; see also civil society 
participation

International Code of Marketing of 
Breast-milk Substitutes: adoption 
188 – 9; article 1 188 – 9; article 
4 188; on breastfeeding 189; 
on breastfeeding in emergencies 
202; in General Comment 15 
on the Right of the Child to 
the Enjoyment of the Highest 
Attainable Standard of Health 
192, 226; in General Comment 
16 on State Obligations 
Regarding the Impact of the 
Business Sector on Children’s 
Rights 170, 193, 226; under the 
Global Strategy for Infant and 
Young Child Feeding 173 – 4; in 
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Index 451

HIV and Infant Feeding 2010: 
An Updated Framework for 
Priority Action 207 – 8; in the 
Innocenti Declaration on Infant 
Young Child Feeding (2005) 
193; and Scaling Up Nutrition 
(SUN) 220, 221, 222; state 
implementation of 193, 225; 
and the World Health Assembly 
(WHA) resolutions 189; see also 
breastmilk substitutes, corporate 
private sector marketing, 
Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC), De Schutter, 
O., Nestlé, non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), state 
human rights obligations

International Conference on Nutrition 
(ICN): first conference (ICN) 82, 
351; second conference (ICN2) 
82, 88, 92

International Conference on Population 
and Development 16, 165

International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (ICCPR) 4; 
article 1 16; article 6 16; see also 
human rights instruments

International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR) 4, 19, 23, 30, 37; 
article 1 16; article 2 14 – 15, 22, 
60; article 10 199; article 11 13, 
60, 73, 145, 188, 200; articles 
16 – 22 15; and the Declaration 
on the Elimination of all Forms 
of Violence against Women 
(DEVAW) 127; and General 
Comment 14 on the Right to 
the Highest Attainable Standard 
of Health 128; invisibility of 
women’s right to adequate food 
and nutrition see structural 
isolation of women’s human 
rights from the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition; as 
legally binding instrument 21, 
59, 385; and national legislation 
167; on maternity leave 199; 
on the mother-infant/young 
child dyad 181; and nutrition 
73 – 5, 344; patronizing language 
60; ratification 392; see also 
accountability, corporate private 

sector obligations, economic, 
social, and cultural rights, 
General Comment 12 on the 
Right to Adequate Food, human 
rights instruments, nutrition, 
optional protocols, state 
human rights obligations, state 
extraterritorial human rights 
obligations, United Nations 
Committee on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (CESCR)

International Covenant on the 
Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination 5; see also 
human rights instruments

International Federation of Organic 
Agriculture Movement (IFOAM) 
291, see also organic agriculture

International Food Policy Research 
Institute (IFPRI) 183, 267

International Food Security & 
Nutrition Civil Society 
Mechanism (CSM) 35, 39, 315; 
Coordination Committee 35; see 
also civil society participation, 
gender, gender perspective

International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD) 139, 266; 
see also Gender in Agriculture 
Sourcebook

International Monetary Fund (IMF) 18, 
347, 393

International Planning Committee on 
Food Sovereignty (IPC) 30, 31; 
see also Civil Society Forum 
for Food Security, Civil Society 
Forum for Food Sovereignty, 
civil society participation, 
evolution of the human right to 
food and nutrition concept, food 
sovereignty

International Scientific Symposium 
Biodiversity and Sustainable 
Diets: United against Hunger 
292

International Seminar Agrarian Reform 
and Gender 120

International Union of Nutritional 
Sciences (IUNS): 18th IUNS 
International Congress of 
Nutrition 259, 262; 19th 
IUNS International Congress 
of Nutrition 259 – 62; 20th 
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452 Index

IUNS International Congress of 
Nutrition 261 – 2; New Nutrition 
Science project 259;“Paradigms 
in Applied Nutrition” 261; 
see also gender, HIV/AIDS, 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition, Jonsson, U., 
medicalized nutrition

intertwined subjectivities (of women 
and children) 71 – 2, 112, 
165 – 6, 179 – 87; and best 
feeding practices217 – 19; and 
breastfeeding 164 – 6, 179 – 87; 
concept 164, 180; under the 
“Continuum of Care Fact 
Sheet: Reproductive, Maternal, 
Newborn and Child Health” 
217; and corporate abuse 166; 
framework for 179, 227 – 8; 
under General Comment on 
the Right to Adequate Food 
and Nutrition 388;ex utero 
183 – 7; in utero 182 – 3; policies 
and programs for 227, 228; 
see also breastfeeding, Baby-
Friendly Hospital Initiative 
(BFHI), children’s human 
rights, corporate private sector 
marketing, Global Strategy for 
Infant and Young Child Feeding, 
human rights instruments, 
Integrated Management of 
Childhood Illness (IMCI) 
strategy, pregnancy, state human 
rights obligations, structural 
isolation of women’s human 
rights from the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition, 
women’s human rights, women’s 
right to adequate food and 
nutrition, women’s reproductive 
rights

Jonsson, U. 258, 261, 262, 365
Just Associates (JASS) 305; see also 

MDG3 Fund: Investing in 
Equality

Kurdish Men for Social Violence 308

La Via Campesina: on food sovereignty 
18; Global Campaign for 
Agrarian Reform (GCAR) 120

lactation see breastfeeding

The Lancet “Maternal and Child 
(Under)Nutrition” series: 
criticism of 269; focus on the 
window of opportunity 219, 
284; see also civil society, Scaling 
Up Nutrition (SUN)

land: evictions 21, 83, 264, 297; 
ownership 61, 265, 267, 294, 
304; rights see land rights; use 
295, 365

land rights: under General Comment 
12 on the Right to Adequate 
Food 61; and Landesa Center 
for Women’s Land Rights 
312; in national action plans 
(NAPs) 133; and the progressive 
realization of the right to 
adequate food and nutrition 79; 
and rural agricultural livelihoods 
294; and state human rights 
obligation to respect 380; 
and women 129, 265 – 6, 267; 
and Women and the Right to 
Livelihoods 315

Landesa Center for Women’s Land 
Rights 312

landgrabbing 285, 286, 294, 346 – 7, 
348, 381, 386; see also corporate 
private sector, food and nutrition 
(in)security, human rights 
violations, land, land rights

local food economies 187, 284, 285; see 
also local food systems

local food systems: and agribusiness 
296; and agroecology 262, 
355; breastfeeding as 113, 185, 
197, 349; under the Committee 
on World Food Security (CFS) 
80; and complementary foods 
187;under the Declaration on 
the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women 
(DEVAW) 64; definition 285; 
challenges for development of 
293 – 4; in emergency situations 
208; and empowerment 276; 
and food aid 214, 215, 284, 
296, 319; and food justice 
289 – 91;and food sovereignty 
18, 78, 91, 113, 262, 284 – 8; 
under General Comment 16 on 
State Obligations Regarding the 
Impact of the Business Sector on 
Children’s Rights 170; under the 
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Index 453

Global Alliance for Improved 
Nutrition (GAIN) 174; under 
General Recommendation 24 on 
Women and Health 64; under the 
Global Strategy for Infant and 
Young Child Feeding 217; and 
global market approaches 33, 
72, 73, 84, 112, 223, 229; and 
medicalized nutrition 269 – 70, 
349, 387; and nutrition 72, 
73, 75, 214 – 15, 359 – 60, 387; 
and organic agriculture 291; 
and power imbalances 82, 84; 
and public-private partnerships 
(PPPs) 270; and ready-to-use 
foods (RUFs) 210, 213 – 15, 229, 
270, 347, 349, 358; rights-based 
food systems 288; and Scaling 
Up Nutrition (SUN) 220, 223, 
224, 269; and the need for social 
protection programs 300 – 2; and 
state human rights obligations; 
and ultra-processed food 112; 
United Nations Children’s 
Fund’s (UNICEF) framework 
364; under the Uruguay Round 
of the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) 
347; and values webs 288; see 
also chronic crises, chronic 
malnutrition, civic agriculture, 
community food security, 
civil society participation, De 
Schutter, O., Equipo Mujeres 
en Acción (EMAS), food and 
nutrition (in)security, food policy 
councils (FPCs), human rights-
based framework, International 
Assessment of Agricultural 
Knowledge, Science and 
Technology for Development 
(IAASTD), local food economies, 
local knowledge, nutraceuticals, 
nutrition education, people’s 
and food sovereignty, People’s 
and Food Sovereignty Matrix, 
rural livelihoods, sustainable 
livelihoods approach (SLA), 
“UNiTE to End Violence 
against Women”, women, 
women in agriculture, women’s 
empowerment

local knowledge: in emergencies 
201 – 2; and the concept of 

empowerment 276; and 
Equipo Mujeres en Acción 
Solidaria (EMAS) 310; under 
the International Assessment 
of Agricultural Knowledge, 
Science and Technology for 
Development (IAASTD) 263, 
288; and medicalized nutrition 
74, 213, 349; and participatory 
research methods 278; and 
inadequate solutions to hunger 
and malnutrition 344

Maastricht Guidelines on Violations of 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights 22

Maastricht Principles on 
Extraterritorial Obligations of 
States in the Area of Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights 167, 
393; see also state extraterritorial 
human rights obligations

malnutrition: and biofortification 90; 
child see child malnutrition; 
chronic see chronic malnutrition; 
cyclical 136; double burden of 
196, 360; fetal programming 
theory of 183; in industrialized 
states 287; infant see child 
malnutrition; intergenerational 
cycle 182, 196, 348, 351, 363; 
maternal 183, 365, 368; and 
maternal mortality 180; physical 
causes of 348; undereating 
119; United Nations Children 
Fund’s (UNICEF) framework 
of 258, 362, 364, 365; see 
also complementary foods, 
corporate private sector, 
Jonsson, U., medicalized 
nutrition, noncommunicable 
diseases (NCDs), overnutrition, 
ready-to-use foods (RUFs), 
undernutrition

Maria da Penha Law (law 
11.340/2006) 11; see also 
domestic violence, Inter-
American Convention on the 
Prevention, Punishment, and 
Eradication of Violence against 
Women

masculinity crisis 306; see also gender 
mainstreaming, Sonke Gender 
Justice Network
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454 Index

maternal mortality 179 – 80, 184; and 
adolescent pregnancy 361 – 2, 
364; due to childbirth 165; see 
also child marriage, gender-based 
discrimination

maternity protection 199 – 200; 
Maternity Protection Convention 
(No. 183): 192, 200; Maternity 
Protection Recommendation 
(No. 191) 200; Maternity 
Protection Resource Package—
From Aspiration to Reality 
199 – 200

MDG3 Fund: Investing in Equality 
303 – 5

medical nutrition 58, 86; and the 
corporate sector 72, 80, 85, 
89 – 90; as inappropriate 
approach to combat malnutrition 
88 – 9; Medical Nutrition 
International Industry (MNI) 87; 
research 82, 85, 86 – 7; therapy 
(MNT) 86 – 7; see also functional 
foods, medicalized nutrition, 
micronutrient supplementation, 
nutraceuticals, ready-to-use 
foods (RUFs)

medicalized nutrition 85 – 90, 254, 
269, 349 – 50; marketing 65; as 
medicalized health interventions 
58, 213, 347, 364; and research 
258; and Scaling Up Nutrition 
(SUN) 220; as separate from 
food production 72, 81 – 3; 
shortcomings of 269 – 70, 283, 
349 – 50, 358 – 9; and state human 
rights obligation to protect 
387; see also breastfeeding, 
biofortification, food and 
nutrition (in)security, food 
production, functional foods, 
gender-based discrimination, 
local food systems, medical 
nutrition, micronutrient 
supplementation, nutraceuticals, 
nutrition, nutritionism, ready-
to-use foods (RUFs), structural 
disconnects, structural isolation 
of women’s human rights from 
the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition

Méndez, J. E. 108
MenEngage 307, 314 – 15; see also 

gender mainstreaming

Mercy Corps 139
micronutrient supplementation 72, 

86, 88, 352; as short-term 
relief 136, 269 – 70; see also 
functional foods, medical 
nutrition, medicalized nutrition, 
nutraceuticals, nutrition, 
nutritionism, ready-to-use foods 
(RUFs)

Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) 219, 276, 307, 312; 
goal 1 (MDG1) 34, 263; see 
also Gender in Agriculture 
Sourcebook, Inter Press Service 
(IPS) MDG3 Project, MDG3 
Fund: Investing in Equality, 
MenEngage

multistakeholder initiatives (MSIs) 168, 
171

national action plans (NAPs) 130, 
131, 146; on the correlation of 
abuse and malnutrition 132, 
146; extra-national development 
policy 133; on food deprivation 
131, 146; on forced sex for food 
and punishment related to food 
work expectations 132, 146; on 
gender violence and economic 
insecurity 132 – 3, 146; on HIV/
AIDS, gender-based violence, 
and food insecurity 133, 146; on 
isolated rural livelihoods 133; 
on the right to adequate food 
and nutrition 133; on women in 
prisons 133; see also civil society 
participation, civil society, 
gender-based discrimination, 
gender equality, nutrition 
education, rural women, violence 
against women

Nestlé: Bear Brand marketing 194 – 5; 
on Every Woman Every Child 
177 – 8; food safety problems in 
baby foods 191; Healthy Kids 
Global Programme (HKP) 178, 
179; Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) 
member 221; and the United 
Nations (UN) 178, 179; and 
violation of the International 
Code of Marketing of Breast-
milk Substitutes 177 – 9, 
194 – 5;see also breastmilk 
substitutes, child mortality, 
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Index 455

corporate private sector 
accountability, corporate private 
sector marketing, International 
Code of Marketing of Breast-
milk Substitutes, nutrition 
education

Nobel Women’s Initiative 306, 313; see 
also

noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) 
82, 89, 112, 174, 196, 258; and 
breastfeeding 225; and Global 
Alliance for Improved Nutrition 
(GAIN) 174; World Health 
Organization (WHO) Resolution 
EB130.R7 176 – 7; see also 
conflicts of interest, malnutrition, 
overnutrition, United Nations 
High-Level Meeting on 
Prevention and Control of Non-
Communicable Diseases by the 
Conflicts of Interest Coalition, 
WHO Global NCD Action Plan 
2013 – 2020

non-discrimination: and accountability 
mechanisms 390; within 
the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR); 
regarding women 137, 144; 
as a PANTHER principle 27, 
28; within the People’s and 
Food Sovereignty Matrix 383, 
385; within public policies 
and programs 390; under the 
Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) 60; under the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security 79; see also General 
Comment 20 on the Non-
Discrimination in Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights; see 
also human rights principles

non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs): alternative reports by 
168 – 9; on breastmilk substitutes 
202; business interest non-
governmental organizations 
(BINGOs) 176; on Children’s 
Rights and Business Principles 
(CRBP) 173; and International 
Code of Conduct on the Right 

to Adequate Food 19, 31; 
and the Committee on World 
Food Security (CFS) 35; and 
gender mainstreaming 144; 
and General Comment 16 on 
State Obligations Regarding the 
Impact of the Business Sector 
on Children’s Rights 170; on the 
Global Alliance for Improved 
Nutrition (GAIN) 174; and 
the human rights framework 
26;and the International Food 
Security & Nutrition Civil 
Society Mechanism (CSM) 39; 
and the Optional Protocol to 
the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights 392; public interest non-
governmental organizations 
(PINGOs) 176; within the 
public sector 168; under Rules 
of Procedure of the Committee 
17; on Scaling Up Nutrition 
(SUN) 221; see also civil society, 
evolution of the human right to 
food and nutrition concept

Nussbaum, M. 66, 354
nutraceuticals 86 – 89; see also 

functional foods, medical 
nutrition, medicalized nutrition

nutrition: under the Additional 
Protocol to the [1969] American 
Convention on Human Rights in 
the Area of Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (Protocol of San 
Salvador) 77; and breastfeeding 
65, 78, 81, 163, 184; of the child 
75 – 6; and the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS) 79, 
80; under the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) 74 – 5, 343 – 4; under 
the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (CRC) 74 – 6, 344; 
under General Comment 12 
on the Right to Adequate Food 
77; under General Comment 
14 on the Right to the Highest 
Attainable Standard of Health 
77; under the Global Strategic 
Framework for Food Security 
and Nutrition (GSF) 79 – 80; 
as a human right 74 – 7; within 
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456 Index

the human right to food and 
nutrition conceptual framework 
358 – 60; under the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
73, 77, 344; knowledge 73, 
187, 213, 218, 226; life cycle 
approach to 183; medicalization 
see medicalized nutrition; 
New Nutrition Science project 
259; paradigm 261 – 2; during 
pregnancy 66, 71, 164, 182 – 3, 
227 – 8, 346, 362 – 5; under the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security 79; science 74, 259, 
318; security see food and 
nutrition (in)security; under the 
Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) 73; see also 
agriculture, child malnutrition, 
Fourth Report on the World 
Nutrition Situation: Nutrition 
throughout the Life Cycle, 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition, malnutrition, 
medical nutrition, medicalized 
nutrition, nutrition education, 
nutrition interventions, 
overnutrition, Sixth Report on 
the World Nutrition Situation, 
undernutrition, window of 
opportunity

nutrition education 75, 136, 202, 
287, 349; intensive nutrition 
education (INE) 218 – 19; and 
local food systems 208, 217 – 18, 
344, 349; as a tool for the 
progressive realization of the 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition 73; and traditional 
practices 217 – 19, 228, 387; 
within national action plans 
(NAPs) 134; and Nestlé 178 – 9; 
see also women’s reproductive 
rights

nutrition interventions 134, 136, 217, 
225, 260;see also biofortification, 
micronutrient supplementation, 
medical nutrition, medicalized 
nutrition, nutrition education

nutrition medicalization see medicalized 
nutrition

nutrition transition 82, 384
nutritionism 89;see also medicalized 

nutrition

obesity see overnutrition
One Billion Rising 307
open-ended intergovernmental working 

groups: on a Legally Binding 
Instrument on Transnational 
Corporations and Other Business 
Enterprises with Respect to 
Human Rights 6; on a United 
Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Peasants and Other 
People Working in Rural Areas 6

optional protocols 17; to the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) 8, 
17, 126; to the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR) 17; to the 
International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR) 17, 18, 40, 392

organic agriculture 255, 284, 291, 
301, see also agroecology, 
International Federation of 
Organic Agriculture Movement 
(IFOAM), local food systems

Organization of American States (OAS) 
10, 91

overnutrition 81, 89, 196, 287, 360, 
363, 384: and breastfeeding 
184, 185, 225; as consequence 
of food-related cultural violence 
119 – 20; leblouh 119 – 20; 
coexistence with undernutrition 
81 – 2, 196; and functional foods 
89; under Nestlé Healthy Kids 
Global Programme (HKP) 178; 
within the nutritional dimension 
of the human right to food 
and nutrition 360; see also 
agribusiness, malnutrition

overweight see overnutrition
Oxfam 139, 195, 313

Papua New Guinea 125
paradigm: food systems 81; governance 

81; micronutrient deficiency 
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Index 457

81, 85; investment in nutrition 
261 – 2, 269; production 81; 
sustainability 81

Paris Principles 391
participation see human rights 

principles; see also civil society 
participation

patriarchal structure 60, 61, 273, 348; 
under General Comment 12 
on the Right to Adequate Food 
61; under the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
60; within non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) 142; in 
South Africa 273 – 4, 306; under 
the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR) 60; 
see also structural isolation of 
women’s human rights from the 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition, violence against 
women, vulnerability

peasants: agriculture 285; as a 
discriminated against group 
356; as a food and nutrition 
insecure group 1; and food 
sovereignty 286; and land 264, 
285; movements 296, 383; 
Open-ended Intergovernmental 
Working Group on a United 
Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Peasants and Other 
People Working in Rural Areas 
6; state human right obligations 
under a new general comment on 
the right to adequate food and 
nutrition regarding 386; women 
120; see also PROMESA

People’s Food Sovereignty Forum 35
People’s and Food Sovereignty Matrix 

365 – 6, 369, 372; adequate 
food 375 – 6; eating, self-
determination, and well-being 
377 – 9; incorporation of the 
nutritional dimension 358 – 60, 
367; incorporation of women’s 
human rights 361 – 5; layout 
370 – 9; use within public policy 
372, 384; importance of social 
movements 383 – 5; stable  
access to adequate food 373 – 4;  
specific state human rights  

obligations see state human 
rights obligations; sustainable 
supply of adequate food  
372; see also Food Security  
Matrix, food sovereignty 
framework, gender, human  
right to adequate food and 
nutrition conceptual  
framework

Policy on WHO Engagement with 
Global Health Partnerships and 
Hosting Arrangements 174

pregnancy: adolescent 361, 363 – 4; and 
a child’s health and nutrition 
164; and child marriage 135; 
death due to 165; in the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) 62, 
74 – 5; under the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (CRC) 
74, 75, 76; under the Declaration 
of the Rights of the Child 165; 
of female prisoners 133; and 
gender discrimination 166; at 
the International Conference on 
Population and Development 
165; as an isolated period of 
life span 164, 166, 227; and 
public participation 122; and the 
United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) 362; United Nations 
Committee on the Elimination 
of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW Committee) 
policy recommendations on 
388; see also breastfeeding, 
child marriage, intertwined 
subjectivities, nutrition, 
structural isolation of women’s 
human rights from the human 
right to adequate food and 
nutrition, vulnerability, women’s 
reproductive rights

(obligation of) progressive realization 
5, 64, 167, 169, 293, 367, 
383; under the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
14 – 15, 21; and non-state actors 
167; monitoring by United 
Nations treaty bodies 168; and 
the World Food Summit 19; see 
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458 Index

also human right to adequate 
food and nutrition

The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act 
136

PROMESA (Programa de Ministerio y 
Educación Social) 308 – 9

Promoting Pro-Poor Growth: Social 
Protection 125

Proposal for an International Food 
Security and Nutrition Civil 
Society Mechanism for Relations 
with CFS 35, 36; see also 
Committee on World Food 
Security (CSM), International 
Food Security & Nutrition Civil 
Society Mechanism (CSM)

protect see state human rights 
obligations

Protocol of San Salvador see Additional 
Protocol to the [1969] American 
Convention on Human Rights in 
the Area of Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (Protocol of San 
Salvador)

public participation see civil society 
participation, women’s public 
participation

public-private partnerships (PPPs) 2, 
40, 168, 171, 219 – 21, 270; see 
also conflicts of interest, Global 
Alliance for Improved Nutrition 
(GAIN), Scaling Up Nutrition 
(SUN)

ready-to-use foods (RUFs) 86, 87, 210, 
211, 212, 213, 215; ready-to-
use-therapeutic foods 88, 210, 
211, 212, 213 (RUTFs); ready-
to-use supplementary foods 
(RUSFs) 88, 211, 213, 214, 270; 
Plumpy’nut 213; marketing of 
214, 216, 220, 223; RUF-Nias 
215 – 16; under the Uruguay 
Round of the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) 
347; see also Draft Guidelines 
for the Marketing of Ready to 
Use Supplemental Foods for 
Children, chronic malnutrition, 
food and nutrition (in)security, 
local food systems, medicalized 
nutrition, micronutrient 
supplementation

recourse mechanisms 29, 31, 115 – 6, 
146 – 7, 167, 350, 391 – 2; under 
the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
15; within Brazil’s National 
School Feeding Program 302; 
under the state human rights 
obligation to protect 381; see 
also accountability, human 
rights, gender equality, optional 
protocols

Renewing the United Nations: 
A Programme for Reform 25

Resolution 7/14 on the Right to Food 
165

respect (obligation) see state human 
rights obligations

rights holders: and accountability 
mechanisms 115, 380; within the 
CFS Private Sector Modalities 
36; within the Civil Society 
Mechanism (CSM) 39; within 
the Committee on World Food 
Security (CFS) advisory group 
34; under the UN Statement 
of Common Understanding 
on Human Rights-Based 
Approaches to Development 
Cooperation and Programming 
27; and the corporate private 
sector 23; within food and 
nutrition policies 382; under The 
Future We Want 224; and gender 
mainstreaming 138, 146 – 7; 
under General Comment 12 
on the Right to Adequate Food 
22; within the Global Strategic 
Framework for Food Security 
an Nutrition (GSF) 38; within 
the human rights framework 3, 
27, 40, 297; within the human 
rights principles 28 – 9; in regard 
to human rights universality 
163; within the human rights-
based approach 25 – 6, 116, 
138, 350; and HIV/AIDS and 
emergency situations 162; under 
the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR) 60; and local 
governance 226; marginalized 
people as 303; and medicalized 
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Index 459

nutrition 85; and nutrition 
policy 65; within research 303; 
and the Food Security Matrix 
23; under Scaling Up Nutrition 
(SUN) 223; under Scaling Up 
Nutrition (SUN) “Principles of 
Engagement” 224; under the 
Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) 60; under the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security 79; women as 59, 60, 
166; see also civil society, civil 
society participation

Rio+20 United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development 275; 
The Future We Want 275; see 
also gender mainstreaming

Rome Declaration on World Food 
Security and World Food Summit 
Plan of Action 30, 37, 352; see 
also World Food Summit

Rome Statute of the International 
Criminal Court 317

rule of law see human rights principles
rural livelihoods: and alternative 

local food systems 294 – 5; and 
food and nutrition governance 
283 – 4; and nutrition sensitive 
agriculture 260; and the 
sustainable livelihoods approach 
(SLA) 277; see also food and 
nutrition (in)security, food 
sovereignty, local food systems, 
national action plans (NAPs), 
peasants, rural women

rural women: in the agrarian sector 
278, 298; in Bangladesh 141; 
and breastfeeding 197; and 
child marriage 361; under the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) 62 – 3; 
female-headed households 273; 
and gender discrimination 129; 
under national action plans 
(NAPs) 133; in South Africa 
121, 279 – 80; and the United 
Nations Entity for Gender 
Equality and the Empowerment 
of Women (UN Women) 314; 

versus urban women’s food 
insecurity 346; and Women in 
Law and Development in Africa 
(WiLDAF) 304; see also General 
Recommendation on Rural 
Women, Landesa Center for 
Women’s Land Rights

Safe Preparation, Storage and Handling 
of Powdered Infant Formula 
Guidelines 190

Save the Children 166, 195, 315; see 
also Children’s Rights  
and Business Principles  
(CRBP)

Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) 219 – 27, 
358; and breastfeeding 222, 
224; on genetic modification 
221; Principles of Engagement 
224; “Private Sector Engagement 
Tool Kit” 220; and public 
health policy 174; as public-
private-partnership (PPP) 
219 – 220, 221; and ready-to-use 
supplementary foods (RUSFs) 
270; SUN Movement Progress 
Report: 2011 – 2012 221; SUN 
Movement: Revised Road Map 
222; see also “Announcement 
for a Consultation Process on 
Conflict of Interest in the Scaling 
Up Nutrition Movement,” 
child malnutrition, civil society 
participation, conflicts of 
interest, The Lancet “Maternal 
and Child (Under)Nutrition” 
series, local food systems, 
window of opportunity

Screen State Action against Hunger! 
How to Use the Voluntary 
Guidelines on the Right to 
Food to Monitor Public Policies 
32, 299; see also civil society 
participation

Second United Nations Conference on 
Human Settlements 16

Security Council Resolution 2106 
(2013) [on Sexual Violence in 
Armed Conflict] 131

Sen, A. 74, 82, 83, 84, 257
Sixth Report on the World Nutrition 

Situation 183, 363 – 4, 365; 
agriculture and nutrition 260; 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



460 Index

see also child marriage, food and 
nutrition (in)security

smallholder farmers: and access to 
resources 264; and agroecology 
291; and the Civil Society 
Mechanism (CSM) 35; under 
The Cordoba Declaration on 
the Right to Food and the 
Governance of the Global 
Food and Agricultural Systems 
263; as entrepreneurs 39; 
and food sovereignty 286; 
and the Global Strategic 
Framework for Food Security 
and Nutrition 38, 80; within 
the International Assessment 
of Agricultural Knowledge, 
Science and Technology for 
Development (IAASTD) 316; 
as livelihood strategy 279; 
and Brazil’s National School 
Feeding Program 301; and 
organic farming 291; in South 
Africa 294, 295; and sustainable 
livelihoods 279, 291; women 
265, 269, 291; and Women 
in Informal Employment 
Globalization and Organizing 
(WIEGO) 305

small-scale farmers 83, 301; see also 
smallholder farmers, peasants

Sonke Gender Justice Network 307, 
314

South Africa: female-headed households 
272 – 4; 18th IUNS International 
Congress of Nutrition 259; 
land reform policies 281 – 2; 
livelihoods 279 – 80, 293 – 5; 
national action plans (NAPs) 
133; smallholder farming 294 – 5, 
302 – 3; social protection 302 – 3; 
in Updated Study on the Right 
to Food 25; women and public 
participation 121; microfinance 
141; violence against women 
273 – 4, 306; women in 
agriculture 265, 267; see also 
agrarian reform, rural women, 
Sonke Gender Justice Network

special rapporteur on the right to 
food 24; Office of the High 
Commission for Human Rights 
(OHCHR) resolution 2000/10 

24; see also De Schutter, O., 
Ziegler, J.

state: accountability see state 
accountability; power 26, 33, 
38; as duty-bearer 350, 363; and 
the corporate private sector 347, 
357; obligations see state human 
rights obligations; see also duty 
bearers

state accountability: and civil society 
reports 168 – 9; in the human 
rights-based framework 26, 
27; under the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
60; through international treaties 
169; monitoring by the United 
Nations (UN) treaty bodies 
168; for progressive realization 
of the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition 167; as state 
human rights obligation 89, 
115; through state reports 168; 
United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR) on 168; United 
Nations Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW 
Committee) on 168; United 
Nations Committee on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC 
Committee) on 168; under 
the Voluntary Guidelines 
to Support the Progressive 
Realization of the Right to 
Adequate Food in the Context 
of National Food Security 31; 
see also accountability, General 
Comment 12 on the Right to 
Adequate Food

state extraterritorial human rights 
obligations (ETOs) 167, 367, 
376, 384, 387, 393; within the 
evolution of human rights 40; 
under General Comment 12 
on the Right to Adequate Food 
22; and the implementation of 
the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition conceptual 
framework 395; under the 
International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
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Index 461

Rights (ICESCR) 14, 22; under 
the Maastricht Principles on 
Extraterritorial Obligations of 
States in the Area of Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights 
167, 393; and non-state actors 
167, 382, 393; regulations and 
accountability mechanisms 
of 393; see also agroecology, 
breastmilk substitutes, corporate 
private sector marketing, food 
sovereignty

The State of Food and Agriculture 
2010 – 11—Women in 
Agriculture: Closing the Gender 
Gap for Development 316: on 
access to resources 268, 269; 
on female-headed households 
272; on gender equality 269, 
316; on market access 268; on 
technology dissemination 268; 
on women’s empowerment 
269; on women and food 
security 269, 316; on women’s 
participation in agriculture 265

state human rights obligations 3, 20 – 3, 
25, 31 – 2, 64 – 5; as opposed 
to charity 3, 4, 26, 73, 80; 
to empower civil society 89, 
115, 226; under Committee 
on World Food Security (CFS) 
92; regarding community and 
peasant territories 386; under the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) 62, 
71, 126; under the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 
63, 75, 76, 181; and democratic 
dialogue 167; in emergencies 
202; extraterritorial see state 
extraterritorial human rights 
obligations; regarding freedom 
from hunger 74, 200; to fulfill 
(facilitate) 22, 65, 381 – 2; to 
fulfill (provide) 22, 65, 381 – 3; 
and gender mainstreaming 146; 
general obligations 383; under 
General Recommendation 24 
on Women and Health, 63; 
indivisibility of 345, 367, 369; 
under Innocenti Declaration 
on Infant Young Child 

Feeding (2005) 193; under the 
International Code of Marketing 
of Breast-milk Substitutes 202, 
229; under the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
63, 77, 166, 200; under General 
Comment 12 on the Right 
to Adequate Food 77; under 
General Comment 14 on the 
Right to the Highest Attainable 
Standard of Health 78, 129; 
under General Comment 15 
on the Right of the Child to 
the Enjoyment of the Highest 
Attainable Standard of Health 
191 – 2; under General Comment 
16 on State Obligations 
Regarding the Impact of the 
Business Sector on Children’s 
Rights 193; under Global 
Strategic Framework for Food 
Security and Nutrition (GFS) 
80 – 79 – 80; and national action 
plans (NAPs) 146; and non-
state actor influence 168, 347; 
to regulate non-state actors 
181, 191, 228 – 9, 360, 380 – 1, 
386; regarding pregnancy 
and breastfeeding 63, 228; of 
progressive realization of the 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition 167; to protect 
21, 65, 380 – 1, 386; to protect 
human rights defenders 24, 
392; to regulate ready-to-use 
foods (RUFs) use226, 228 – 9; 
to provide recourse and 
accountability mechanisms 350, 
380, 386; to respect 21, 64, 
376 – 7; and social protection 
programs 143, 346; and 
structural violence 115 – 16; 
and trade 347; of transparency 
167; and women’s human 
rights 137; see also breastmilk 
substitutes, civil and political 
rights, democracy, Food Security 
Matrix, human right to adequate 
food and nutrition conceptual 
framework, human rights-based 
framework, People’s and Food 
Sovereignty Matrix
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462 Index

structural adjustment policies 347; see 
also International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), World Bank

structural causes of hunger and 
malnutrition 344, 394: corporate 
private sector marketing 348; de 
jure/facto discrimination 349; 
dealing with 91; along the food 
chain 351 – 2; inequality 394; 
invisibility of violence 346 – 50, 
357, 384; structural violence 
against women and girls 348 – 9, 
361; and medicalized nutrition 
88, 89, 349 – 50; overcoming 
384; state obligation to combat 
387, 394; see also De Schutter, 
O., Global Strategic Framework 
for Food Security and Nutrition 
(GSF), human right to adequate 
food and nutrition conceptual 
framework, landgrabbing

structural disconnects see food 
production, medicalized 
nutrition, structural isolation of 
women’s human rights from the 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition

structural isolation of women’s human 
rights from the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition 
58 – 61; under the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) 62 – 3, 343 – 44; under 
General Comment 12 on the 
Right to Adequate Food 61, 63, 
354; under the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
59 – 61, 63, 344; and state 
accountability 59, 60; under the 
Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights UDHR 59 – 61; see 
also intertwined subjectivities, 
women’s human rights, women’s 
right to adequate food and 
nutrition

structural violence 113 – 15; adolescent 
pregnancy as 387; de jure/
facto discrimination as 349; 
domestic violence as 116 – 17, 
118, 140, 348, 381; withholding 
food as 119, 131 – 2; in food 

and nutrition policy 91, 143, 
144; under General Comment 
on the Right to Adequate 
Food and Nutrition 387; using 
the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition to prevent 
362, 367; as a human rights 
violation 114 – 19, 128, 129; 
and maternal mortality 180; 
measuring of 130; and the role 
of motherhood 348 – 9, 364; and 
paradigm shift 144; roots of 
143 – 4; and the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 362; 
see also child marriage; domestic 
violence, economic, social, 
and cultural rights, gender-
based discrimination, gender 
mainstreaming, violence against 
women

Supplement to the Handbook for 
Legislation on Violence against 
Women: Harmful Practices 
against Women 130

supplementary food see micronutrient 
supplementation

sustainable agriculture 263, 289; see 
also International Assessment of 
Agricultural Knowledge, Science 
and Technology for Development 
(IAASTD)

sustainable diets 292 – 3; see also De 
Schutter, O., food and nutrition 
(in)security, gender equality

sustainable livelihoods 254, 355 – 6, 
387: approach see sustainable 
livelihoods approach (SLA); 
within a food sovereignty 
framework 365 – 6, 367; see 
also agroecology, democracy, 
food sovereignty, International 
Assessment of Agricultural 
Knowledge, Science and 
Technology for Development 
(IAASTD)

sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA): 
criticisms of 278; development 
277 – 9; within the Gender in 
Agriculture Sourcebook 312; 
and local food systems 319, 355; 
and multiple livelihood strategies 
279; see also rural livelihoods, 
sustainable livelihoods
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Index 463

Third World Conference on Women 
138

traditional practices: and agribusiness 
85; breastfeeding as 72, 113, 
188, 197 – 8, 215, 224, 381; and 
community food security 287; 
of discrimination 72, 144; food 
as 269, 354, 359; current food 
production model versus 347 – 8; 
in food security policy 80; and 
food sovereignty 90, 91; within 
a food systems approach 129; 
and food taboos 146, 180; in 
General Comment 14 on the 
Right to the Highest Attainable 
Standard of Health 77 – 78; in 
General Comment 16 on State 
Obligations Regarding the 
Impact of the Business Sector 
on Children’s Rights 61; and 
human rights 136 – 7; and the 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition 162 – 3, 355 – 6; of 
indigenous peoples 78 – 9, 91, 
129; and medicalized nutrition 
90, 359; and microfinance 141; 
and pregnancy and breastfeeding 
164, 180, 183, 187, 188, 
196 – 200, 226; and ready-to-use 
foods (RUFs) 214, 216, 270, 
358; under state human rights 
obligation to respect 380; under 
state human rights obligation 
to fulfill (facilitate) 382; in the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security 79; and ultra-processed 
food 112; and violence against 
women 61, 114, 116, 142, 144, 
348; and women’s reproductive 
rights 136; see also infant and 
young child feeding, child 
marriage, chronic health crises, 
leblouh, nutrition education, 
patriarchal structure, women’s 
participation

transnational corporations (TNCs) see 
corporate private sector

transparency see human rights 
principles undernutrition: and 
food and nutrition crises 209; 

due to food-related cultural 
violence 119 – 20; and the green 
revolution 83; in infants 194, 
202; intergenerational cycle 
of 196; and policy 82; as a 
presentation of hunger 384; 
prevention of 213; and ready-
to-use foods (RUFs) 223; and 
Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) 219; 
and the World Food Conference 
81; see also The Lancet“ 
Maternal and Child (Under)
Nutrition” series, malnutrition

“UNiTE to End Violence against 
Women” 130, 316 – 17

United Nations Administrative 
Committee on Co-ordination/
Sub-Committee on Nutrition 
(ACC/SCN) 81, 183

United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF): on the right to 
nutrition 75; [India’s] Third 
National Family Health Survey 
(NFHS-3) 135; Meeting on 
Infant and Young Child Feeding 
188; on the adoption and 
implementation of the 2010 
WHO Guidelines on HIV and 
Infant Feeding in the African 
setting 205; integrated infant 
and young child feeding (IYCF) 
approach 217; malnutrition 
framework 258, 364 – 5; 
exclusion of women’s human 
rights dimension from the human 
right to adequate food and 
nutrition 362 – 3, 354; see also 
child marriage, Children’s Rights 
and Business Principles (CRBP), 
Baby-Friendly Hospital Initiative 
(BFHI), Eide, A., gender equality, 
Global Strategy for Infant and 
Young Child Feeding, Innocenti 
Declaration on the Protection, 
Promotion and Support of 
Breastfeeding, Integrated 
Management of Childhood 
Illness (IMCI) strategy, Jonsson, 
U., local food systems, Scaling 
Up Nutrition (SUN)

United Nations Commission on Human 
Rights (CHR) 18, 19, 126, 172

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
01

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



464 Index

United Nations Commission on the 
Status of Women (CSW) 7, 9, 
126, 389

United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR): establishment 
of 17; regarding a General 
Comment on the Right to 
Adequate Food and Nutrition 
385 – 8; on state party periodic 
reports 17, 92, 145, 168, 388; 
Rules of Procedure 17; see 
also civil society participation, 
gender mainstreaming, general 
comments, International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
women’s human right to 
adequate food and nutrition

United Nations Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW 
Committee): development of 
General Recommendation 24 
on Women and Health 63, 
126; development of General 
Recommendation 25 on 
Temporary Special Measures 
71; regarding a General 
Recommendation on the Human 
Right to Adequate Food and 
Nutrition and Women 91; on 
state party periodic reports 
168; need to address violence 
against women 388; see also 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), 
General Recommendation 
on Rural Women, general 
recommendations, women’s 
human rights

United Nations Committee on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC 
Committee): on General 
Comment 16 on State 
Obligations Regarding the 
Impact of the Business Sector 
on Children’s Rights 169 – 70, 
192; recommendation for a new 
general comment 388; on state 
party periodic reports 92, 168; 
see also breastfeeding, children’s 

human rights, Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC), state 
accountability

United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development 
16, 274 – 7

United Nations Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs (UN 
DESA) 116; see also World’s 
Women reports

United Nations Development Fund for 
Women (UNIFEM) 313, 315

United Nations Development Group 25
United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) 25, 263, 
315, 317

United Nations Economic and Social 
Council (ECOSOC) 311

United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) 263

United Nations Entity for Gender 
Equality and the Empowerment 
of Women (UN Women) 109, 
131, 313 – 14, 317, 389; World 
Survey on the Role of Women 
in Development 2014: Gender 
Equality and Sustainable 
Development 314

United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) 263

United Nations Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) 33, 139, 
292; on feeding the world 
population 82 – 3, 262; on 
powdered infant formula (PIF) 
190; publications of 31, 37, 
59, 79, 82 – 3, 263, 311; see 
also Committee on World 
Food Security (CFS), Gender 
in Agriculture Sourcebook, 
International Conference 
on Nutrition (ICN), Safe 
Preparation, Storage and 
Handling of Powdered Infant 
Formula Guidelines, The 
State of Food and Agriculture 
2010 – 11: Women in Agriculture: 
Closing the Gender Gap for 
Development, Voluntary 
Guidelines on the Responsible 
Governance of Tenure of 
Land, Fisheries and Forests in 
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Index 465

the Context of National Food 
Security, Voluntary Guidelines 
to Support the Progressive 
Realization of the Right to 
Adequate Food in the Context of 
National Food Security, World 
Food Conference, World Food 
Summit, World Food Summit: 
five years later

United Nations Fourth World Conference 
for Women in Beijing 2

United Nations General Assembly 25, 
130, 131, 169

United Nations General Assembly 
Special Session on Children 174

United Nations Global Compact 
172 – 3, 174; see also Children’s 
Rights and Business Principles 
(CRBP), corporate private sector 
accountability

United Nations High-Level Meeting 
on Prevention and Control of 
Non-Communicable Diseases see 
Conflicts of Interest Coalition

United Nations High-Level Task Force 
(HLTF) on the Global Food 
Security Crisis 33, 34

United Nations Human Rights Council 
(HRC) 6, 17, 24, 165, 169, 172, 
187

United Nations Joint Inspection Unit 
(JIU) 172 – 3

United Nations Millennium Declaration 
25; see also vulnerability

United Nations Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR) 317, 352, 389

United Nations Security Council 131
United Nations Standing Committee on 

Nutrition (SCN) 215, 260, 351, 
352; see also Draft Guidelines 
for the Marketing of Ready to 
Use Supplemental Foods for 
Children, Sixth Report on the 
World Nutrition Situation

United Nations Statement of Common 
Understanding on Human 
Rights-Based Approaches to 
Development Cooperation and 
Programming 25

United Nations Sub-Commission on 
the Promotion and Protection of 
Human Rights 16, 171, 351

United States: on breastfeeding 197 – 8; 
and the global food crisis 
296; and the invisibility of 
marginalized women 123 – 4; and 
Kurdish Men for Social Violence 
308; market driven ideology of 
74; and undereating 119; and 
national action plans (NAPs) 
132, 133; on powdered infant 
formula (PIF) 190 – 1; and Scaling 
Up Nutrition (SUN) 358; and 
value webs 288; see also Equal 
Rights Amendment (ERA)

Universal Declaration on the 
Eradication of Hunger and 
Malnutrition 13 – 14; see also 
food production

Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) 4, 16, 27, 59; 
article 25 13, 60; invisibility of 
women see structural isolation 
of women’s human rights from 
the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition; and nutrition 
see nutrition; see also civil and 
political rights, economic, social, 
and cultural rights, evolution 
of the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition concept, food 
and nutrition (in)security, human 
rights principles

universality: under the Additional 
Protocol to the [1969] American 
Convention on Human Rights 
in the Area of Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (Protocol 
of San Salvador) 77; under the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) 62, 
74; under the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) 74; 
and enjoyment by discriminated 
against groups 356; under 
General Comment 12 on the 
Right to Adequate Food 61; as 
a human rights characteristic 
5; and the human rights-based 
framework 26; and the human 
rights-based approach 25; 
evolution of 5, 9, 59; as part 
of international law 3; and the 
progressive realization of the 
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human right to adequate food 
40; and the identification as 
all rights holders as equal 163; 
under the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR) 4; see 
also human rights characteristics

urban agriculture 261, 383
Uruguay Round of the General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) 18, 81, 347

Vienna Convention on the Law of 
Treaties 3

violence against women 11; and access 
to human rights 111; and child 
care 165; under the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) 126, 145 – 6; 
cultural violence 113, 348; 
under the Declaration on the 
Elimination of Violence against 
Women (DEVAW) 127, 128, 
146; development organizations 
and violence against women 
initiatives 142 – 3; direct violence 
113; and economic insecurity 
132 – 3; female genital mutilation 
(FGM) 180, 348; and food aid 
64, 133, 140, 143, 201, 229; 
food violences 111; and food and 
nutrition (in)security 72, 124, 
131, 134, 139, 142 – 3, 145; and 
food-based work 111 – 2, 117, 
132; food-related 109, 111 – 13, 
130, 133, 119 – 20; forced sex 
for food 132; as part of gender 
discrimination 109 – 13; and 
gender mainstreaming 131, 137, 
138 – 44, 146 – 7; under General 
Comment 12 on the Right to 
Adequate Food 126; under 
General Comment 14 on the 
Right to the Highest Attainable 
Standard of Health 128 – 9; under 
General Recommendation 24 
on Women and Health 126, 
127 – 8; and the human right 
to adequate food and nutrition 
108, 109, 111, 113 – 20, 129, 
131; as human rights violation 
125 – 30, 134, 146; as industry-
based food violence 112; within 

the International Criminal 
Court (ICC) 317; international 
institutional recognition of 
125 – 30; intersectionality 111; 
intimate partner violence (IPV) 
112, 135; invisibility 122 – 4; 
law enforcement against 130; 
male initiatives against 307 – 8; 
and maternal mortality 180; 
national institutional recognition 
of 130 – 7; in public policy 127, 
131, 144; recommendations 
against 145 – 7; in research and 
policy 122 – 4, 145; within the 
Sixth Report on the World 
Nutrition Situation 363 – 4; as 
social construct 308; in social 
protection programs 124 – 5; 
under the state human rights 
obligation to fulfill (facilitate) 
382; under the state human 
rights obligation to protect 381; 
as structural cause of hunger and 
malnutrition 348, 364; symbolic 
violence 115, 117 – 18; rape 131, 
307; unrecognized 140; see also 
Bangladesh, Beijing Declaration 
and Platform for Action, Brazil, 
Center for Women’s Global 
Leadership (CWGL), child 
marriage, Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW), Declaration on 
the Elimination of All Forms 
of Violence against Women 
(DEVAW), domestic violence, 
Equipo Mujeres en Acción 
Solidaria (EMAS), Handbook for 
Legislation on Violence against 
Women, Promoting Pro-Poor 
Growth: Social Protection, India, 
Inter-American Convention on 
the Prevention, Punishment, 
and Eradication of Violence 
against Women (Convention 
of Belém do Pará), Inter Press 
Service (IPS) MDG3 Project, Just 
Associates (JASS), Kurdish Men 
for Social Violence, masculinity 
crisis, MenEngage, national 
action plans (NAPs), Nobel 
Women’s Initiative, One Billion 
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Rising, PROMESA, Security 
Council Resolution 2106 
(2013) [on Sexual Violence in 
Armed Conflict], Sonke Gender 
Justice Network, South Africa, 
structural causes of hunger and 
malnutrition, Supplement to 
the Handbook for Legislation 
on Violence against Women: 
Harmful Practices against 
Women, structural violence, 
traditional practices, “UNiTE to 
End Violence against Women,” 
United Nations Committee on 
the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW Committee), women’s 
public participation, Women’s 
Caucus for Gender Justice, 
World Health Organization 
(WHO)

Voluntary Guidelines on the 
Responsible Governance of 
Tenure of Land, Fisheries 
and Forests in the Context 
of National Food Security 
37; see also land, land rights, 
vulnerability

Voluntary Guidelines to Support the 
Progressive Realization of the 
Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security: on food adequacy 
354; and the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS) 35; 
development of 30 – 2; state 
party periodic reporting 145; 
voluntary nature 31; see also 
accountability, civil society, civil 
society participation, democracy, 
evolution of the human right 
to adequate food and nutrition 
concept, food aid, food and 
nutrition (in)security, gender, 
Global Strategic Framework 
for Food Security and Nutrition 
Security (GSF), human right to 
adequate food and nutrition, 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition conceptual 
framework, human rights-
based framework, nutrition, 
vulnerability, Ziegler, J.

vulnerability: under the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) 66, 71; under the 
Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC) 66; and food and 
nutrition (in)security 65, 91, 
276; under General Comment 12 
on the Right to Adequate Food 
67 – 9; under General Comment 
14 on the Right to the Highest 
Attainable Standard of Health 
67 – 9; and the human rights-
based framework 65; and human 
rights violations 65, 66, 68 – 72, 
115; under the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
66; language 65 – 6, 72; regarding 
pregnancy, breastfeeding and 
reproduction 66, 71 – 2; and 
structural violence 115 – 16; 
under the United Nations 
Millennium Declaration 66; 
under the Voluntary Guidelines 
to Support the Progressive 
Realization of the Right to 
Adequate Food in the Context 
of National Food Security 66; 
and women’s autonomy 64, 65, 
66, 72; see also gender-based 
discrimination, patriarchal 
structure, violence against 
women

window of opportunity 219, 225
women: in agriculture see women 

in agriculture; autonomy see 
women’s autonomy; as caregivers 
164; and food and nutrition 
(in)security see women’s food 
and nutrition (in)security; 
discrimination see gender-based 
discrimination; empowerment see 
women’s empowerment; human 
rights see women’s human rights; 
informal employment 304 – 5; 
key to food security 1, 111, 117, 
264; and local food systems 
66, 76, 113; participation see 
women’s participation; in prisons 
133; reproductive rights see 
women’s reproductive rights; 
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right to adequate food and 
nutrition see women’s human 
right to adequate food and 
nutrition; rural see rural women; 
unpaid care 300 – 1; urban 11, 
63, 64, 114, 141, 196, 273; see 
also violence against women

women in agriculture: and access to 
resources 265, 266, 267, 268, 
304; additional responsibilities 
of 265, 269; as farm labor 265, 
280 – 1; gender gap in 264 – 9; 
and head of the household 
266; importance of 269, 275; 
market access 266; and the effect 
of migration 265, 166; and 
agricultural education 167 – 8; 
and technology dissemination 
267; women’s empowerment in 
agriculture index (WEAI) 268; 
see also food production, Gender 
in Agriculture Sourcebook, HIV/
AIDS, Inter Press Service (IPS) 
MDG3 Project, International 
Assessment of Agricultural 
Knowledge, Science and 
Technology for Development 
(IAASTD), Landesa Center for 
Women’s Land Rights, rural 
women, South Africa, The 
State of Food and Agriculture 
2010 – 11—Women in 
Agriculture: Closing the Gender 
Gap for Development, Women 
in Law and Development in 
Africa (WiLDAF)

women in development (WID) 275
Women in Informal Employment 

Globalization and Organizing 
(WIEGO) 304 – 5; see also 
MDG3 Fund: Investing in 
Equality

Women in Law and Development in 
Africa (WiLDAF) 304, 317 – 18; 
see also MDG3 Fund: Investing 
in Equality

Women and the Right to Livelihoods 
315

women’s autonomy: and cash transfer 
programs 125; and connection 
to society 59; and decisions 
about food 293; and food and 
nutrition security policies 387; 

under General Recommendation 
24 on Women and Health 64; 
in the household 74, 274; and 
the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition 136, 355, 
367; in marriage decisions 294; 
and medicalized nutrition 58; 
and microfinance programs 
140 – 1; in the People’s and 
Food Sovereignty Matrix 
377; regarding pregnancy and 
breastfeeding 71; and separation 
from own human nature 345; 
under the state human rights 
obligation to protect 381; 
under the state human rights 
obligation to respect 380; 
struggle for 280 – 1; see also 
breastfeeding, child marriage, 
Food and Fairness Inquiry, infant 
and child nutrition, intertwined 
subjectivities, women’s 
empowerment, women’s human 
rights, women’s reproductive 
rights

Women’s Caucus for Gender Justice 
317

women’s empowerment 304 – 5: concept 
138; under the Declaration of 
Commitment on HIV/AIDS 
283; economic 141, 268; and 
food and nutrition (in)security 
139, 267, 268, 274; and gender 
mainstreaming 138 – 9; within 
the governance of food systems 
303; through human rights 287, 
344; and men’s empowerment 
276 – 7; as opposed to market-
based approaches 223; and 
singlehood 273; social protection 
124 – 5; and structural violence 
137; sustainable livelihoods 
280; integration with the 
framework 280; under United 
Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) 363; see also Center 
for Women’s Global Leadership 
(CWGL), empowerment, gender 
mainstreaming, human rights-
based approach, HIV/AIDS, 
Inter Press Service (IPS) MDG3 
Project, Just Associates (JASS), 
Kurdish Men for Social Violence, 
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PROMESA, United Nations 
Entity for Gender Equality and 
the Empowerment of Women 
(UN Women), women in 
agriculture, Women in Informal 
Employment: Globalizing and 
Organizing (WIEGO), Women in 
Law and Development in Africa 
(WiLDAF), World Bank

women’s food and nutrition security: 
through agroecology 293; 
challenges to 61, 201, 303; 
within food policy councils 
(FPCs) 289; and gender 
mainstreaming 134, 137, 
139, 145; and gender-biased 
policies 387; and General 
Recommendation 24 on Women 
and Health 64; reduced to 
motherhood 344, 348 – 9; and 
human rights 341, 362; status 
2, 58, 108, 143, 303, 319; and 
structural violence 124, 131, 
144; see also Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms 
of Violence against Women 
(CEDAW), Declaration on the 
Elimination of Violence against 
Women (DEVAW), Global 
Strategic Framework for Food 
Security and Nutrition (GSF)

women’s human rights 2, 39, 62; 
within the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS) 
92; within the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition 
conceptual framework 366, 
167 – 8; to dignity 136, 144; 
access to 164 – 5; under The 
Future We Want 275; to health 
63, 128, 179; institutional 
framework for realizing 6 – 12; 
throughout the life span 72, 90, 
134, 162, 225, 365; lobbying 
for 9 – 10; within public policy 
362, 363, 364; under Scaling 
Up Nutrition (SUN) 223; to 
self-determination 90, 91, 92, 
144, 227; sexual 179, 181; see 
also Association for Women’s 
Rights in Development (AWID), 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Violence against 

Women (CEDAW), Convention 
on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC), Declaration on the 
Elimination of Violence against 
Women (DEVAW), Eide, A., 
Global Strategic Framework 
for Food Security and Nutrition 
(GSF), human right to adequate 
food and nutrition conceptual 
framework, Inter-American 
Convention on the Prevention, 
Punishment, and Eradication 
of Violence against Women, 
Nobel Women’s Initiative, 
state human right obligations, 
structural isolation of women’s 
human rights from the human 
right to adequate food and 
nutrition United Nations Entity 
for Gender Equality and the 
Empowerment of Women (UN 
Women), women in agriculture, 
Women in Law and Development 
in Africa (WiLDAF), women’s 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition

women’s human right to adequate 
food and nutrition: and best 
feeding practices 90; and 
child marriage 166; of child-
age mothers 137; under the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) 
59, 91; holistic approach to 
80, 91, 129, 354, 366; in the 
context of reproduction 71 – 2; 
inalienable from other human 
rights 163; interrelatedness to 
other human rights 134, 137, 
145, 227; instrumentalization 
and patronization of 64 – 72; 
throughout the life span 64, 65, 
72, 164, 227, 346, 363; and 
motherhood 164, 179, 227; 
obstacles to 129, 361; realization 
of 2, 109; and the right to 
(breast)feed 162 – 3, 164, 228; 
rural versus urban 346; 59 – 60; 
United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR) on 90, 91, 145; 
United Nations Committee on 
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the Rights of the Child (CRC 
Committee) on 90; see also 
food sovereignty framework, 
gender mainstreaming, 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition, intertwined 
subjectivities, People’s and Food 
Sovereignty Matrix, structural 
isolation of women’s human 
rights from the human right to 
adequate food and nutrition, 
women’s autonomy, women’s 
empowerment, women’s public 
participation

women’s public participation: cultural 
and social barriers 120, 122, 
123 – 4, 139, 147, 320; within 
food and nutrition security 
strategies 108, 113, 142, 144, 
254 – 5; under General Comment 
on the Right to Adequate Food 
and Nutrition 388; under 
General Comment 14 on the 
Right to the Highest Attainable 
Standard of Health 128 – 9;and 
gender mainstreaming 138; and 
the Handbook for Legislation 
on Violence against Women 
130; through microfinance 
programs 140 – 1; in nutrition 
and food systems 387; in public 
policy 111, 126, 129, 138, 
318, 388; in social protection 
programs 300 – 2; strengthening 
women as actors 303 – 6; and the 
Supplement to the Handbook 
for Legislation on Violence 
against Women: Harmful 
Practices against Women 130; 
within sustainable livelihoods 
approaches (SLA) 279 – 80; 
and violence against women 
66, 120 – 5, 108 – 9, 117 – 18, 
129, 138 – 40, 348; within the 
Voluntary Guidelines to Support 
the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in 
the Context of National Food 
Security 299; regarding women’s 
human right to adequate food 
and nutrition 120, 128; see 
also chronic crises, Fourth 
World Conference on Women, 
Inter Press Service (IPS) MDG3 

Project, The State of Food and 
Agriculture 2010 – 11—Women 
in Agriculture: Closing the 
Gender Gap for Development, 
structural isolation of 
women’s human rights from 
the human right to adequate 
food and nutrition, violence 
against women and public 
participation, Women in Law 
and Development in Africa 
(WiLDAF)

women’s reproductive rights: 
breastfeeding best framed as 
181; in The Future We Want 
275; at the International 
Conference on Population and 
Development 165; over the life 
span 225, 346, 365; in regard to 
Nestlé’s nutrition education 178; 
promotion of 367; restriction 
of 346; state human rights 
obligation to protect 137; and 
structural violence 361; violation 
as structural cause of hunger 
and malnutrition 364; see also 
traditional practices

Working Group on the Issue of 
Discrimination against Women 
in Law and in Practice (WG 
DAW) 389

World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action 
(WABA) 181

World Bank: agriculture as a business 
316, 393; within the Committee 
on World Food Security (CFS) 
34; on empowerment and 
gender equality 276; and the 
International Assessment 
of Agricultural Knowledge, 
Science and Technology for 
Development (IAASTD) 263; 
on noncommunicable diseases 
(NCD) 176; on the nutrition 
paradigm 261; on Scaling 
Up Nutrition (SUN) 219; on 
structural adjustment 18, 347; 
see also Gender in Agriculture 
Sourcebook

World Conference on Human  
Rights 5, 11, 16, 126, 130,  
351; Preparatory Committee 17

World Food Conference (13 – 14, 81, 
257, 315
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World Food Program (WFP) 201, 219
World Food Summit 16; and the 

International Code of Conduct 
on the Right to Adequate Food 
31; on food sovereignty 286; 
on General Comment 12 on 
the Right to Adequate Food 
169; on the human right to 
adequate food concept 19, 20, 
352 – 3; Plan of Action see Rome 
Declaration on World Food 
Security and World Food Summit 
Plan of Action; on a set of 
voluntary guidelines for right to 
adequate food realization 30; see 
also evolution of the human right 
to adequate food and nutrition 
concept

World Food Summit: five years later 19, 
31, 257

World Health Assembly (WHA) 
resolutions 112, 170, 173 – 4, 
181, 189; European Union on 
193; in General Comment 16 on 
State Obligations Regarding the 
Impact of the Business Sector 
on Children’s Rights 193; in the 
Innocenti Declaration on Infant 
Young Child Feeding (2005) 
193; Resolution 61.20 190; 
Resolution63.14 226; Resolution 
63.23 on Infant and Young 
Child Nutrition 189, 202, 215, 
226; Resolution 64.6 222; and 
Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) 220, 
222; state implementation of 
193; under-enforcement of 225; 
see also breastmilk substitutes, 
corporate private sector 
marketing, corporate private 
sector obligations, De Schutter, O., 
International Code of Marketing 
of Breast-milk Substitutes, state 
human rights obligations

World Health Organization (WHO): 
on continuum of care 180 – 1; 
on infant food manufacturers 
178; on follow-up formulas 
194; on food marketing 196; 
Guidelines on Working with 
the Private Sector to Achieve 
Health Outcomes 174; Policy 
on WHO Engagement with 
Global Health Partnerships and 
Hosting Arrangements 174; on 
powdered infant formula (PIF) 
190; and Scaling Up Nutrition 
(SUN) 219; and violence against 
women 127, 131, 146; World 
Health Organization (WHO) 
Global NCD Action Plan 
2013 – 2020 177; see also Baby-
Friendly Hospital Initiative 
(BFHI), conflicts of interest, 
Global Strategy for Infant and 
Young Child Feeding, Innocenti 
Declaration on the Protection, 
Promotion and Support of 
Breastfeeding, Integrated 
Management of Childhood 
Illness (IMCI) strategy, 
International Code of Marketing 
of Breast-milk Substitutes, 
International Conference on 
Nutrition (ICN)

World Summit for Children 16
World Summit for Social Development 

16
World Trade Organization (WTO) 

18, 286, 357, 393; see also 
Agreement on Agriculture (AoA)

World’s Women reports 314: on HIV/
AIDS 283; on household surveys 
272; The World’s Women 2010: 
Trends and Statistics 116 – 17, 
314

Ziegler, J. 24
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