
 

 

Collective Comments by the Nutrition Civil Society Group on the First Draft Work Programme of the UN 

Decade of Action on Nutrition – Advanced Draft February 2017 

This document conveys the collective comments of the platform of public interest civil society organizations 

and social movements that have actively engaged in the preparatory process for the Second International 

Conference on Nutrition (ICN2) and continue to advance its follow-up, including the Decade of Action on 

Nutrition, in the context of the civil society vision statement on nutrition. Besides the overarching and specific 

comments on the first draft programme which are captured in this document, civil society’s vision for the 

Decade is articulated in the Civil Society “Manifesto” on the Decade of Action on Nutrition. 

 

Overarching Comments 

 Risk to re-fragment the nutrition agenda: ICN2 was a critical step forward in addressing past 

fragmentation of nutrition policies and actions and established an agenda that bridged the food and 

health angles of nutrition. It is therefore essential to avoid any possible re-fragmentation of the agenda 

by splitting in work areas and action networks where Members States could lead/join targeted actions 

with no explicit mechanisms to ensure adequate policy coherence and convergence between them (and 

other areas affecting nutrition). While focused and tangible actions are important, it is essential to 

maintain a strong holistic, comprehensive and integrative approach to nutrition; 

 Nutrition actors: Clear distinctions should be made between the various actors that are to be involved 

in the Decade, without pretending that they are all equal and have same or convergent intents (different 

roles, interests, legitimacy). It is also key to acknowledge the powerful economic interests that exist in 

nutrition. The goal of the Decade should therefore not simply to promote alignment among actors, as 

emphasised in the document, but rather for the work programme to ensure that all actions and activities 

are in alignment with public interest and human rights-policies/priorities put forward by Member States;  

 Nutrition governance (related to previous): It is essential to define an overarching coordination 

mechanism guiding the Decade, as it is not sufficient to simply rely on the multiple, existing coordination 

platforms to facilitate the Decade with no indication on how they will work together effectively under 

the legitimate direction of Member States. In this respect, civil society should be encouraged to establish 

an inclusive CSM-like mechanism to liaise with the governance and coordination of the Decade and 

ensure adequate and inclusive participation of civil society in all its dimensions and constituencies at all 

levels, building on existing platforms and thematic, regional and national coalitions and networks. It is 

also important to recognise the inherent risks of collaboration with and financing from the private sector, 

and the need to ensure robust safeguards against conflicts of interest; 

 More holistic and participatory approach to monitoring progress and impact: It is not possible to simply 

focus on monitoring indicators of nutrition outcomes but there is a need to also focus on those that 

would assess improvements (or potential set-backs) in the social, economic, political and environmental 

determinants of nutrition, as well as those that look at the way (process) these have been achieved (e.g., 

social participation). At the same time, progress cannot be assessed technocratically and should rather 

feature the direct and subjective assessment by those most affected by malnutrition in all its forms; 

 Critical reflection: The mainstream discourse of Decade is to promote existing efforts, accelerate actions, 

build and scale up actions but there must also be adequate space for reflection on whether scaling up 

existing actions would be beneficial to those most affected and when a change of course is necessary. 

The Decade should therefore facilitate critical reflection on and actual assessment of existing policies and 

actions that affect nutrition (incl. beyond the strict nutrition domain) to allow for informed choices on 

which policies and actions to pursue within the Decade.  



 

 

Specific Comments Para by Para 

 Para 9: The aims of the Decade should explicitly include the progressive realization of the Right to 

Adequate Food and Nutrition; 

 Para 11 first bullet point: Rather than only referring to “access to affordable, diversified, safe and healthy 

diets”, the Decade should promote the fulfilment of the Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition, in the 

context of the indivisibility of human rights; 

 Para 12 last bullet: It is questionable to include smallholder farmers within the private sector as they 

should be free to associate themselves with whatever platform they believe to be most appropriate. For 

instance, within the Civil Society Mechanism of the CFS and the ICN2 Civil Society Group large small-

farmer organizations associate themselves to civil society rather than the private sector. Similarly, this 

might also apply to social enterprises;  

 Para 15: Rather than referring to “latest scientific evidence”, it would be essential to stress the need for 

“independent and COI-free” scientific evidence as well as recognize the importance, particularly within 

nutrition, of experiential and traditional knowledge in no secondary hierarchy than scientific evidence. It 

must therefore be clear that academic institutions are not the sole repositories of knowledge; 

 Para 16-18: As mentioned in the overarching comments, it is essential that the Action Areas do not 

introduce unhelpful levels of fragmentation. It must be stressed that the advancement of the nutrition 

agenda requires convergence and coherence across a wide-range of policy domains. Nutrition is indeed 

a space for convergence and fragmented action would only provide palliative progress. It must therefore 

be stressed that, while the action agenda will obviously be adapted to the local circumstances, progress 

needs to take place across the entire spectrum of issues. At the same time, action within anyone area 

needs to be supported by coherent and consistent policies and programmes within the other areas, 

otherwise positive actions might be counterbalanced by incoherent initiatives within other domains; 

 Para 19-23 - Action Area 1:  The food system approach needs to ensure coherence between nutritional 

outcomes, the ecological footprint from production to consumption (and waste), and the livelihoods 

implications for the local population. Hence the centrality of local sustainable food systems and the need 

to highlight and manage tensions, where existing, with the global food system. This may require adequate 

global normative developments that strengthens safeguards for local food systems, small-scale 

producers and territorial markets as well as promoting the use and the application of existing instruments 

(i.e. the Voluntary guidelines on the responsible governance of tenure of land, fisheries and forests in the 

context of national food security). In this context, policy interventions on food safety need to be carefully 

designed to adapt to local circumstances. Smallholders are today increasingly affected by the top-down 

imposition of food safety standards that are largely designed to respond to large-scale, mechanised and 

standardised food production in developed countries and increasingly applied under the hegemonic 

influence of trade liberalization regimes and the continued expansion of large distribution channels. As 

recently endorsed by the CFS in the context of the policy recommendations on “Connecting smallholders 

to Markets”, it is therefore essential to “promote rigorous protection of food safety through effective 

risk assessment leading to control systems that are appropriate for different scales, contexts and modes 

of production and marketing”. This approach should be reflected in the language of the work programme. 

With regards to AMR, it would be essential to explicitly refer to the Global Action Plan on AMR and call 

for the strengthening of the WHO-FAO-OIE tripartite collaboration on AMR; 

 Para 24-27 – Action Area 2 and Para 36-37 Action Area 5: It is difficult to separate these two action 

areas, particularly if the focus is placed (as it should be) on the Right to Health, in the context of the 

indivisibility of all human rights (currently not mentioned at all). It is therefore proposed to combine 

them. A rights-based approach will need to place individuals at the centre, rendering almost impossible 

to separate human health from the provision of health services (Action Area 2) and the healthy 



 

 

characteristics of public spaces/environments where some health challenges need to be tackled (Action 

Area 5). The Decade needs to promote systemic and systematic interventions. For example, increasing 

coverage and quality in the provision of health services for children does not make sense if a holistic 

water agenda beyond WASH is not aggressively pursued not only within schools and public spaces, but 

also in the broader social context in which children grow and play. Furthermore, much more prominence 

needs to be provided to the promotion and protection of women’s and girls’ rights, including sexual and 

reproductive rights and the elimination of violence and discrimination against women, as these are 

crucial for ensuring women’s and child’s nutritional well-being, and interrupting the inter-generational 

circle of malnutrition. Particularly important in this context are the thousand-day window (from a 

woman’s pregnancy to her child’s second birthday) as well as the protection, promotion and support of 

breastfeeding and appropriate complementary feeding; 

 Para 28-32 - Action Area 3: This area is obviously closely related to the preceding two. Social protection 

cannot be separated from public investments in strengthening local food systems and access to 

productive resources, otherwise it becomes structural assistance with limited transformational potential 

of the lives of those assisted. It becomes a social bribery that does not translate into changing peoples’ 

lives. This is where targeted public procurement policies and programmes that strengthen the link 

between food provision in public institutions and smallholders might be essential areas of policy action, 

though they only become evident if social protection is framed in this larger context. Furthermore, it is 

equally essential to highlight smallholders’ important role in maintaining the connection between 

consumers and the source of food production, underlining the information and knowledge exchange that 

is inherently resident within territorial markets. As food is the expression of values, cultures, social 

relations and people’s self-determination, protecting and strengthening local territorial markets plays a 

fundamental role in preserving the intergenerational transmission of food knowledge and provides a 

complementary, if not alternative, response to the increased call for nutrition education. In this context, 

the programme should also highlight the importance of traditional and experiential knowledge and 

strengthen support for its preservation, valorization and transmission; 

 Para 33-35 – Action Area 4: The current formulation of para 34 is extremely clear and should be retained. 

Furthermore, it is equally important to run a comprehensive assessment on current trade, investment 

and infrastructure norms, policies and programmes to ensure that they do not limit States’ ability to 

perform their duty-bearer responsibilities and hinder the progressive realization of the Right to Adequate 

Food and Nutrition; 

 Para 38-39 – Action Area 6: The current formulation dangerously confuses between the engagement of 

multiple actors within the policy development and implementation process and governance. Policy 

engagement and consultation, such as that happening in international bodies such as the Committee of 

World Food Security, should not be confused with multistakeholder governance where private sector 

and civil society may end up having voting powers along those of Member States. The democratic 

legitimacy of these latter arrangements is highly questionable and potentially limits and hinders States’ 

abilities to deliver their duty-bearer responsibilities. It remains understood that even multistakeholder 

engagement and consultation need to be sensitive to power asymmetries and ensure robust safeguards 

against conflict of interest, which include protection of the integrity of the policy process, independence 

and trustworthiness of the knowledge sources that support evidence-based policy-making and public 

funding (i.e. financial independence from possible undue interests) of public policy spaces; 

 Para 42 and Para 47: The current formulations might generate misinterpretations. Indeed, it may suggest 

that countries that are confronted with multiple nutritional challenges or significant policy incoherence 

with respect to nutrition – and these are many and across the often unhelpful developed/developing 

countries dichotomy – may simply cherry pick one and only one particular action for the duration of the 

Decade. This should be discouraged and it would certainly not be appropriate for suggest that such 



 

 

countries be considered Nutrition Champions. This term – if at all used – may be reserved to those 

countries that decide to tackle the nutrition agenda in all its multiple domains; 

 Para 45 last sentence: It is inopportune to equalize in the same sentence legitimate UN multilateral 

bodies such as the CFS and non-UN voluntary initiatives by limited groups of countries. It would therefore 

be better to find adequate and different formulations for these two circumstances; 

 Para 48-51 – Action Networks: As Action Networks are one of the key organizational pillars of the 

proposed work programme, it is essential that they are open and inclusive of all legitimate constituencies, 

with special reference to those primarily affected to the particular development challenges these 

networks aim to tackle. At the same time, it is equally essential that stringent requirements are applied 

to ensure robust safeguards against conflicts of interest; 

 Para 52-54 - Fora and Conferences: These events need to be convened in manners that allows adequate 

participation of civil society to their planning and implementation, with special emphasis on the direct 

engagement of those communities and constituencies directly affected by the development challenges 

being tackled; 

 Para 55-57 - Funding Modalities: Stringent requirements needs to be established to protect the 

implementation of the nutrition agenda by undue corporate influence. This is particularly important 

when mobilizing and leveraging private investments and resources, including corporate philanthropies; 

 Para 67-69 - Governance: As mentioned in the overarching comments, it is essential to establish clear a 

Member-State centred spaces that can ensure adequate and legitimate governance of the Decade. In 

this respect, the programme should be much clearer on the roles of the World Health Assembly, the FAO 

Conference and the CFS, as well as the coordination between then. The proposed programme is 

unnecessarily vague in this respect. Furthermore, civil society should be requested to establish an 

inclusive CSM-like mechanism to liaise with the governance and coordination of the Decade and ensure 

adequate and inclusive participation of civil society in all its dimensions and constituencies at all levels, 

building on existing platforms and thematic, regional and national coalitions and networks. It is surprising 

to see no mention of the ICN2/Nutrition Civil Society Group, given the widely recognized and inclusive 

process that led to the collective civil society engagement prior, during and in the follow-up of ICN2; 

 Para 70-75 - Accountability and Shared Learning: The accountability system should explicitly feature the 

direct participation of those primarily affected by malnutrition in all its forms, as their subjective 

assessment would be critical in review progress, or lack of it, in advancing the agenda for nutrition. 

Furthermore, para 74 combines ones again in the same sentence (as in para 45) legitimate UN 

multilateral bodies such as the CFS and non-UN voluntary initiatives. It also articulates accountability 

roles for platforms that do not have themselves clear accountability mechanisms, as they are not formal 

UN initiatives and their governance mechanism vary in form and modalities. While these platforms may 

have a role in promoting implementation and accountability, they cannot be the fulcrum of the 

accountability mechanism, which should rather be centred on legitimate national and multilateral 

institutions with direct participation of right-holders. 


