
Delivers on FAO’s Strategic Objective 1 Help eliminate hunger, food insecurity and malnutrition
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OVERALL GOAL
The right to food is centered on the individual. It leads to a 
reconsideration of the root causes of hunger and malnutrition. 
As such, it goes further than considering WHAT the problem 
is by analyzing WHY it is happening. Hence, it raises questions 
such as what are the underlying reasons that people still suffer 
from poverty and hunger in a world of plenty? Or, why do 
public policies fail to reach and be beneficial to the poorest  
and most vulnerable in society? And, why do discrimination 
and the lack of legal protection still persist?

As a funding priority of FAO, the right to food provides a 
human rights-based perspective in achieving sustainable results 
on hunger reduction, notably by:

• making public policies focus on the most vulnerable;

• ensuring no set-back by engraving the right to food in  
the national constitution; 

• empowering the poor and hungry to claim their rights and 
make their voices heard; 

• helping citizens to be involved in policy and  
programme design; 

• promoting transparent budgets; 

• raising awareness about rights and obligations. 
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Delivers on FAO’s Strategic Objective 1 Help eliminate hunger, food insecurity and malnutrition

THE RIGHT TO FOOD  
– IN A NUTSHELL
Human rights are first and foremost about the individual,  
who can demand that the state uphold these rights through 
political, judicial and administrative means. As a result,  
a human rights-based approach to development prizes the 
empowerment of the individual, which changes the way 
of satisfying people’s needs, from acts of benevolence to 
entitlements that right holders can claim and duty bearers 
should respect, protect and fulfil. The goal of the human right 
to adequate food is to create an environment that enables 
all people, especially the hungry and malnourished, to feed 
themselves and their families by producing or buying food.

By promoting the right to food, FAO strengthens key 
governance dimensions such as empowerment and 
accountability that are often neglected in favour of technical 
solutions in conventional food security and nutrition practice, 
and that improve the effectiveness and sustainability of efforts 
to fight hunger and malnutrition. The poor are no object of 
development but become actors in shaping their own destiny.  
And the government provides services to its people to realize  
a human right. The more transparent development processes 
become, the more voices are heard in the debate, the more 
trust can be gained between citizens and government,  
the more likely that the hunger problem can be solved. 

MAKING A DIFFERENCE
The Right to Food Guidelines, 
agreed to by FAO member states, 
provide practical guidance to 
states in the progressive realization 
of the right to food. They cover 
the actions needed to build  
“an enabling environment 
for people to feed themselves 
in dignity and to establish 
appropriate safety nets for those 
who are unable to do so”  
(Right to Food Guidelines, page iii).

Increased wealth, high levels of production, technological 
progress and expressed political commitments, have not led 
to the expected achievements in the fight against hunger and 
malnutrition. One explanation for this slow progress is that  
too little attention has been paid to: 

• targeting the most vulnerable;

• empowering the poor to become active partners in 
decisions that affect their lives; 

• ensuring participatory decision-making processes; and 

• strengthening the accountability and transparency  
of institutions. 

Another primary cause of this failure can be ascribed  
to stakeholders working in isolation without a common 
platform to ensure coordinated and synchronized actions,  
both at global and national levels. At the global level,  
food security governance is highly fragmented.  
Responsibility for food security is spread among a number  
of international organizations with overlapping and  
differing objectives, constituencies, working methods  
and policy preferences. 

FAO has developed capacities and refined tools to help 
governments to progressively realize the right to food.  
In addition to being a moral and social imperative,  
the right to food is thus also a practical tool for fighting  
hunger and malnutrition. 
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VOLUNTARY
GUIDELINES

to support the progressive realization of
the right to adequate food

in the context of national food security
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IN PRACTICE
Examples from FAO’s work in Africa and Latin America 
demonstrate how the right to food strengthens the four 
dimensions that constitute the enabling environment towards 
a more rapid reduction in hunger: 

1. Better policies, programmes and  
legal frameworks 

Throughout policy processes, governments abide by a number 
of human rights principles. As such, they put an emphasis on 
ensuring the active and inclusive participation of a wide array 
of stakeholders through transparent processes that empower 
the most vulnerable and contribute to the realization of 
the right to food. FAO provides support to countries on the 
inclusion or strengthening of legal protections of the right to 
food in constitutions, national legislations and regulations.

Results on the ground: Regional coordination can go a  
long way: the Hunger-Free Latin America and the Caribbean 
Initiative promotes the right to food in the region, which  
has lead to an acceleration of legal protection of the right to 
food. Since the launch of the initiative in 2005, eight countries 
have included a guarantee of the right to adequate food in  
their constitution.

2. Increased political commitment 

The effectiveness and efficiency of public expenditure on food 
and nutrition security is improved through increased capacity 
of government representatives, parliamentarians  
and civil society in budget analysis and expenditure tracking. 

Results on the ground: The Economic Community of  
West African States (ECOWAS) has invested USD 3 million to 
accelerate the reduction of hunger in the region. The Zero 
Hunger Initiative serves as an umbrella for the various regional 
programmes and the regional agricultural investment plan. 

3. More effective coordination 

Enhanced stakeholder dialogue and coordination mechanisms. 
Empowered civil society members hold government officials 
to account to improve the design and implementation of food 
and nutrition security action.

Results on the ground: Recognizing that civil society makes 
an essential contribution to hunger reduction, the Government 
of Brazil ruled that civil society should represent two-third 
of the Food and Nutrition Security Council (CONSEA) and 
nominate the president. CONSEA is the voice of the people 
that reports directly to the President of the Republic.

4. Evidence-based decision-making 

Periodic assessments of human rights standards and principles, 
policies, programmes and laws are conducted to improve their 
impact on food-insecure and malnourished people and address 
the underlying causes of hunger.

Results on the ground: In Sierra Leone, Uganda and  
Zanzibar, a participatory right to food assessment was 
conducted at district level to inform the district development 
planning process.

©
FA

O
/D

es
m

o
n

d
 K

w
an

d
e



CONTACTS MORE INFORMATION

http://www.fao.org/about/what-we-do/so1
http://www.fao.org/righttofood

Juan Carlos García y Cebolla
Delivery Manager
Agricultural Development  
Economics Division (ESA)
Email: Juan.GarciaCebolla@fao.org
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Director, Strategic Programme Leader,  
Food Security and Nutrition
Email: Kostas.Stamoulis@fao.org
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SCOPE FOR DOING MORE 
AND BETTER
Ever since the adoption by consensus of the Right to Food 
Guidelines by FAO Council in 2004, the promotion of the 
right to food has continuously gathered momentum. An ever 
increasing number of countries have integrated the right 
to food in their national constitution or legal framework. 
Moreover, a growing number of countries have adopted 
or modified their national policies and strategies – such as 
the National Agriculture Investment Plans of several African 
countries – with the overarching objective to realize the right 
to food while using human rights principles to maximize the 
effectiveness of the process.

Help us making the right to food a tangible 
achievement in more countries in Africa and  
Latin America and to reach out to Central and 
Southeast Asia.

At regional level, the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS) has followed the Latin American example  
of establishing a Zero Hunger Initiative that strives to  
eradicate hunger within one generation. This bold political 
commitment is guided by the human right to food.  
The Latin American example shows that regional cooperation, 
broadening the range of stakeholders and information 
exchange are good ways of accelerating the battle against 
hunger. This process has resulted in almost all countries of this 
region having the right to food in their laws and implementing 
social protection programmes.

Join us in increasing political commitment and 
stakeholder buy-in by establishing regional initiatives  
to end hunger in Africa and Asia.

Fueled by improved access to information and inspired  
by successful examples of national campaigns, civil society 
organizations become more active in many countries.  
FAO increases capacity and provides tools to nurture a 
proactive and constructive civil society movement that 
challenges and collaborates with government.

Enable us to make the voices heard of civil society 
and other non-government actors to cultivate a 
national bond against hunger.

Through broader partnerships, FAO can contribute to inject 
the right to food into more conventional food security and 
agriculture programmes and expand good practices to more 
countries and regions. 

Invest in a hunger-free world by promoting the  
right to food!
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