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On behalf of the Director-General FAO it is my pleasure to welcome you all to this important seminar. It is my hope and belief that we will have a most fruitful and interesting debate.


Five years ago, the world's leaders gathered in Rome and reaffirmed that everyone has a right to adequate food and the fundamental right to be free from hunger. They set themselves the ambitious, yet realistic, goal of halving the number of the world's hungry by 2015.


FAO statistics suggest that fewer people are undernourished today than a few years ago. Unfortunately, however, current data indicate that the number of the undernourished is falling at a rate far below the average rate of 20 million or more per year needed to reach the World Food Summit target. Although headway has been made and some striking success stories exist in individual countries and communities, much remains to be done. 


We are confident that the World Food Summit: Five Years Later will give new impetus to world-wide efforts on behalf of hungry people and provide an opportunity to take stock of achievements since the 1996 Summit and for countries to restate their commitment to actions which will enable them to meet the goal of the Summit.  In mapping the necessary actions to be taken to address the insufficient progress in fighting hunger, FAO advocates the usefulness of a rights-based approach in formulating programmes to enhance food security. 


Indeed, the right to food is directly relevant to FAO's mandate. The Constitution of the Organization states in its preamble that its goal is to ensure humanity's freedom from hunger. Moreover, the World Food Summit not only reaffirmed the right to adequate food, but also explicitly recognized the crucial link between food security and democracy and civil and political rights as part of the enabling environment that is necessary for the full enjoyment of the right to food. It is well known that in the presence of hunger, the ability to exercise other human rights is severely hampered.


We believe that undernourishment and starvation should not be considered less serious than blatant violations of other human rights. Hunger is avoidable and should not be tolerated under any circumstances.

 
In armed conflicts, the deliberate starvation of civilians and the use of food as a method of warfare are forbidden under the Geneva Conventions and are an obvious violation of the right to food.  So is blocking humanitarian assistance and failing to come to the assistance of people in dire need.  But the failure to address the silent undernourishment of millions of children and adults in peacetime should also be regarded as a violation of the right to food. If hunger exists because people have no access to productive resources or the means to acquire food, this should be recognized as a human rights violation by those who could provide those means. It should not be seen as an unavoidable fate.  Effective action to address hunger may range from establishing an institutional environment which provides opportunities for the poor and hungry to increase their access to food to direct public provision of basic needs, first and foremost food, but also health and education.


Beyond appropriate policies that respect, protect and facilitate the fulfillment of the right to food, the State has the obligation, as an instance of last resort, to ensure that nobody should die of hunger.   The international community is called upon to assist those States that do not have the means to ensure minimum access to food for all their people through complementary measures.

 
Human rights NGOs have in the last forty years made enormous headway in recognizing, implementing and monitoring the violations of civil and political rights. It is now time to do the same for socio-economic rights. The public is not indifferent to pictures of starvation and responds generously to calls for donations to feed the poor and the hungry, but there is a lack of recognition of the fact that hunger is often chronic and it is also a human rights violation.  Consequently, we need effective channels for action based on the principle of justice rather than just charity. 


We note that the proposal for a Code of Conduct on the right to adequate food is a demand for such principles of justice to be upheld.  Its basic premise is that clearer international law, negotiated by States, would be useful to give a unified content to the right to adequate food and provide clear standards against which to measure the acts and omissions of States, the international community, groups and individuals. We know that there is enough wealth in the world to ensure a minimum standard of living for everyone and we should devote our joint efforts to the rights of the poor to a free and dignified life, of which adequate food is fundamental. Broad-based public support for social justice is an indicator of widespread refusal to accept that millions cannot fulfil their basic needs.


At the national level, legislative action should also be taken, for instance through framework legislation, which would transform the human right to food into clear obligations of conduct, allowing the right to food to be properly upheld by law. The law can empower people to demand that policies and programmes which compromise the realisation of the right to food can be challenged in the courts of law.


The scandal of hunger merits more outrage than it is getting, not only on moral grounds, but because it is a human rights violation on a massive scale. Agencies and organizations dealing with humanitarian assistance and development should all urgently address and seek to redress violations of the right to food.


To conclude, I would like to thank the International Jacques Maritain Institute for its important initiative to convene this seminar and express my sincere hope that we can all stand united in outlawing hunger.


Thank you
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