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“Hunger is exclusion. Exclusion from the land, from
jobs, wages, income, life and citizenship. When a person
gets to the point of not having anything to eat, it is
because all the rest has been denied. This is a modern
form of exile. It is death in life.”

Josué de Castro (1908-1973)

This article aims to articulate the value added of a rights-based
approach to the Irish food security agenda. First, it briefly
introduces key elements of that agenda, asking whether or not it
addresses the right to food. Secondly, the right to food is presented in
its legal foundation and normative content, drawing its evolution
from recognition, to interpretation, to implementation and
highlighting the key features of a rights-based approach and the
implications for food security. This leads to looking more closely at
the way in which Ireland has engaged with the right to food over
time, identifying gaps and the need for action.
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Introduction
The September 2010 Millennium Summit in New York set out
to determine the extent to which progress has been made in
achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – the
first of which is the eradication of poverty and hunger. Ireland
has renewed its commitment to prioritising hunger on its
development agenda by working towards the recommendations
of the Hunger Task Force Report.
In 2008 the Hunger Task Force Report affirmed: “Over 860

million people are hungry – a denial of their fundamental human
right to enough food.”1 Already recent figures state that the
number has risen to 1.02 billion.2 Further down, the Report
specifies: “Hunger is a failure of governance”,3 which raises the
issue of human rights.

1. The Irish food security agenda
Ireland, because of its history, the experience of famine, and its
known long-standing commitment to overseas development, is in
a perfect position to lead international efforts in the fight against
hunger. The prioritisation of hunger on the Irish development
agenda was emphasised by the setting up of a Hunger Task Force
in 2007, the subsequent publication of the Hunger Task Force
Report in 2008 and parallel appointment of a Special Envoy for
Hunger to advance its recommendations.
The Hunger Task Force Report presents the Irish

Government’s response to the hunger crisis by setting out a very
focused programme of action to address, primarily, the areas of
smallholder productivity, maternal and child under-nutrition and
the prioritisation of hunger on national and international
development agendas. It pays particular attention to elements
such as good governance, accountability, political commitment,
the creation of an enabling environment, the importance of
partnerships, and the need to invest in capacity building at all
levels and in institutional strengthening.
The Report renews Ireland’s commitment to achieving the

global target of 0.7% of gross national income (GNI) to official
development assistance (ODA) by 20124 and to spending 20% of
its aid budget on actions to fight hunger by 2012.5 Hunger is
also goal number one of the MDGs – a set of targets at the heart
of the country’s development cooperation programme.6 Ireland
pushed hunger and food security to the centre of the September
2010 Summit in New York.7



The Hunger Task Force Report mentions a number of
commitments to which the government has agreed, in particular:
- To reach the 0.7% allocation of GNP to ODA by 2015;
- To achieve the first MDG: reduction of the proportion of
hungry people by half by 2015;

- To achieve the 1996 World Food Summit target: reduction
of the number of hungry people by half by 2015;

- To double ODA by 2010 – G8 Summit in 2005.

While all of these are perfectly adequate for a food security
agenda of the 21st century, development cooperation is more than
simply achieving targets, it is about process and the how of a
country’s particular development journey. In this sense there is
need for a renewed commitment to the implementation of the
right to food which perfectly captures such a dynamic.
In spite of the severe cuts in development budgets in the last

two years, Ireland still remains the world’s seventh most generous
donor in per capita terms which suggests a firm commitment
across government and civil society at large.
Where hunger is a clear priority on the Irish development

agenda, and issues of governance and domestic and international
accountability permeate the thinking behind it, we need to ask is
the right to food fully addressed? Let us first clarify what is meant
by “right to food” and a “rights-based approach to development”.

2. The right to food as a fundamental
human right

Legal foundation

“Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the
health and well-being of himself and his family, including food.”
Thus states the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted
by the UN General Assembly on 10 December 1948.
Twenty years later, with the adoption of the International

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR),
the right to food became the object of a conventional norm,
binding on states parties. Article 11.2 of the Covenant recognises
“the right to adequate food” and “the fundamental right to be
free from hunger” – the only right in the Covenant asserted as
“fundamental” – which emphasises the need for a state to ensure
at the very least its people do not starve.8
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Other international instruments have since dealt with the right
to food, among them Articles 12 and 14 of the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) adopted by the UN General Assembly on 18
December 1979, the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC), adopted on 20 November 1989 (Article 24) and the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability adopted on
13 December 2006 (Article 28). At regional level, the right to
food is protected through: the European Social Charter9
(Articles 4, 12 and 13); the African Charter on Human and
People’s Rights10 (Articles 16, 22 and 24); the African Charter
on the Rights and Welfare of the Child11 (Article 14); the
American Convention on Human Rights12 (Article 26); and the
S. Salvador Additional Protocol13 (Article 12).
Quite apart from international and regional instruments, the

right to food has over time been enshrined in a number of
national constitutions, either explicitly or as part of a broader
right such as, for instance, the right to an adequate standard of
living, to a dignified life, to minimum wage or social security.14
At policy level, several international fora have dealt with the

right to food and its implications. To mention just a few: the
World Food Summit in 1996, the Millennium Summit in 2000,
the World Food Summit 2002 and the World Summit on Food
Security in 2009.

Normative content and implementation avenues

At the 1996 World Food Summit, the adopted Plan of Action
called for the need to clarify the normative content of the right
to adequate food. The Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights responded in 1999 by issuing General Comment
12 on the “Right to Adequate Food”, stating this right is
realised “when every man, woman and child, alone or in
community with others, has physical and economic access at all
times to adequate food or means for its procurement”. The right
to adequate food should therefore not be interpreted in a narrow
or restrictive sense which equates it with a minimum package of
calories, proteins and other specific nutrient.15 The Committee
goes on to clarify that the core content of this right 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 and that do not interfere
with the enjoyment of other human rights”.16



In 2004 the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food further
elaborated the Committee’s definition and affirmed: “The right to
food is the right to have regular, permanent and free access, either
directly or by means of financial purchases, to quantitatively and
qualitatively adequate and sufficient food corresponding to the
cultural traditions of the people to which the consumer belongs,
and which ensures a physical and mental, individual and collective,
fulfilling and dignified life free of fear”.17
The right to food is therefore not to be understood as the

right to be fed, but rather the right to feed oneself in dignity.
The issue of hunger as one of access and deprivation, rather

than availability, dates back to the 1980s and in particular to the
seminal work of Amartya Sen in his study on poverty and
hunger.18 In Sen’s words “starvation is the characteristic of some
people not having enough food to eat. It is not the characteristic
of there being not enough food. While the latter can be a cause
of the former, it is but one of many possible causes.”19 Sen
stressed how food supply statements focused on commodities
while starvation statements focused on the relationship of
persons to the commodity – a relationship of ownership and
entitlement. In particular, he mentioned four types of
entitlements: trade-based; production-based; own labour;
inheritance and transfer, through which a person legitimately
owns productive resources. Sen’s particular emphasis on the
economic access dimension of food was evidenced by his
definition of starvation as a “function of entitlements and not of
food availability as such. Indeed some of the worst famines have
taken place with no significant decline in food availability per
head”.20
The right to food is thus not a function of food stocks but

rather of a person’s ability to access resources necessary for the
satisfaction of their needs. A recent study by the Special
Rapporteur on the Right to Food clearly elaborates this point by
affirming the right to food: “it is the right, for all, to have legal
frameworks and strategies in place that further the realisation of
the right to adequate food as a human right recognised under
international law”.21
Being a legal right, the right to food implies relative

obligations on the part of the state. For those countries that have
ratified the ICESCR, obligations to “progressively realise the
right” and to “ensure freedom from hunger” exist under articles
2 and 11.22 These obligations have been further articulated into
three dimensions: to respect, protect and fulfil. States should
respect people’s existing access to food and not take any action
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that could result in preventing it; protect it from third parties’
negative interference and fulfill it by facilitating it for the most
vulnerable and providing it directly to those who cannot provide
for themselves, for reasons beyond their control.23
In cases of violation, individuals have a “right to seek remedy”

though administrative or judicial means and to adequate reparation
in the form of restitution, compensation, satisfaction or guarantees
of non-repetition.24
The right to food has gone from being recognised (in the 1940s)

to being interpreted (in the 1990s) to being fully accepted (last
decade). With the adoption in 2004 of the Voluntary Guidelines to
Support the Progressive Realisation of the Right to Adequate Food in
the Context of National Food Security known as the Right to Food
Guidelines, governments reached an unprecedented consensus on
the meaning and practical implications of an economic right at
national level. 25 Initiatives are well underway in different countries
in terms of legislative,26 policy,27 and institutional28 frameworks.
Interestingly, the right to food has also begun to enter the sphere of
justiciability, though a number of court cases which adjudicated on
matters relating to its violations.29

3. A right to food approach to food security
Looking at food security through a right to food lens calls for a
paradigm shift from charity to rights, from beneficiaries to rights
holders and from commitments to legal obligations.
The key elements of a rights-based approach are:
- Food as a matter of rights not of charity;
- Entitlements rather than needs;
- Individuals as right holders;
- States as duty bearers;
- Universal, interdependent, indivisible and interrelated nature
of all human rights;

- Principles of participation, accountability, non-
discrimination, transparency, human dignity, empowerment,
and the rule of law;

- Focus on process, not only on results
- Availability of recourse mechanisms for cases of violation;
- Concept of enabling environment where people do not
simply receive from the state but actively engage and lead
their own development process, assuming conditions are in
place for them to do so.



4. Implications for a food security agenda
In spite of the right to food being an older concept (originally
recognised as a human right in 1948) than that of food security
(which emerged in the late 1970s), food security – and not the
right to food – was at the top of national and international
debates for decades before the human right discourse gained
ground.30
Starting with the 1974 World Food Conference, food

security has acquired a number of different meanings over
time. This Conference defined food security as the “availability
at all times of adequate world food supplies of basic
foodstuffs… to sustain a steady expansion of food
consumption… and to offset fluctuations in production and
prices”.31 But the new thinking of food in terms of
entitlements brought in by Amartya Sen as discussed above,
triggered a new, more encompassing definition of food security
which in 1983 was extended to include “security of access to
supplies on the part of all those who need them”.32
As the notion of access started to gain ground, other factors

began to be emphasised in food security: a shift from looking at
quantity alone to “quantity and quality”, attention from the
international level to the national and household levels – with
particular focus on the individual, the entry of non-food factors
such as adequate health care and hygiene.33 Such developments
led to the 1996 World Food Summit definition: “food security
at the individual, household, national, regional and global
levels is achieved when all people at all times have physical and
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet
their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and
healthy life”.
While this definition clearly resembles the right to food

definition of General Comment 12, the two concepts differ in
that the right to food adds a legal dimension to food security as
a policy achievement. The right to food adds to the well known
four pillars of food security: availability, accessibility, stability
and utilisation. These acknowledge people’s needs – the human
rights principles of participation, accountability, non-
discrimination, transparency, human dignity, empowerment
and the rule of law and they acknowledge people’s rights – a
shift from benefits to entitlements, from beneficiaries to right
holders and claimants. The right to food thus adds a legal and
accountability dimension to the food security agenda which
becomes not only a policy commitment but also a legal one.
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Given the fact that, as noted earlier, the right to food is not
about being fed but rather about feeding oneself in dignity, the
focus in a right to food approach is on the creation of an
enabling environment, which can strengthen legal, policy and
institutional frameworks and create the conditions for people to
lead in their own development prospects. Emphasis is on process,
rather than on outcome alone.
In terms of a food security agenda, the right to food

contributes to increased efficiency and sustainability of hunger
reduction strategies, policies and programmes by emphasising
the how dimension of these processes, stemming from the above-
mentioned human rights principles and tackling the social,
political and cultural root causes of hunger.34
While for decades the twin track approach of immediate relief

and long term development seemed to address the needs of a
food security agenda, a more recent emphasis on the issue of
governance opened the debate to the need to introduce a third
track: that of governance and human rights. In this regard, the
right to food offers a coherent framework to address the critical
issue of governance in the fight against hunger and malnutrition
by emphasising issues of accountability, institutional capacities
and coordination mechanisms, policy coherence and social
protection, as well as giving voice to the poor in policy-making.

5. Ireland and the right to food
In terms of international instruments particularly relevant for the
right to food, Ireland ratified the ICESCR on 8 December 1989,
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women on 23 December 1985 and the Convention on the
Rights of the Child on 28 September 1992.
The right to food is further recognised in the Irish Constitution

under Article 45 which mentions a right to an adequate means of
livelihood and a right to social security.35 While the Constitution
failed to recognise food as a distinct human right, the Supreme
Court specifically referred to food in interpreting the “right to
life”, protected in Article 40 of the Constitution. In G v.An Bord
Uchtála before the Irish courts, judges referred to the right to life
as necessarily implying “the right to be born, the right to preserve
and defend, and to have preserved and defended that life and the
right to maintain that life at a proper human standard in matters of
food, clothing and habitation.”36
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Increasingly, around the world, the judiciary interpretations of
certain rights are contributing to key legislative and policy
developments in this area. 37

As a party to the ICESCR Ireland is under an obligation to
submit periodic reports on the implementation of the Covenant at
national level to the relevant UN Committee. So far, Ireland has
submitted two reports, one in 199738 and a second one in 2000.39

A third report is overdue. In the 1997 report, Ireland addressed
the right to food in detail by reporting on measures undertaken in
the areas of nutrition among vulnerable people, changes in law,
policy and practices affecting access to adequate food, methods to
improve production, conservation and distribution of food,
dissemination of knowledge on nutrition, agrarian reform and
international food aid.
The 2000 report, in contrast, failed to address the right to

food and provided only limited information on the National
Anti-poverty Strategy and the findings of research undertaken by
the Economic and Social Research Institute on minimum income
and social welfare.
Although as a developed country, Ireland’s national food

security situation would present less of a risk compared to that of
developing countries, there are still issues on which the country
should report, particularly with regard to: equitable distribution
of food, adequate safety nets for the vulnerable, consumer
protection, the impact of trade on national food security, and
school nutrition, to name but a few. Comprehensive vulnerability
assessments should be developed and national nutrition surveys
undertaken consistently. Given that the country is required to
report on the right to food rather than on food security alone,
issues of access to services, non-discrimination, information,
transparency and accountability, should also be included.
One suggestion could be that of having these reports prepared

by a multi-sectoral team, including civil society and the Irish
Human Rights Commission.
The Irish Human Rights Commission is tasked with

promoting and protecting a broad range of human rights,
through influencing legislative, policy and institutional
development and contributing to human rights debates, both
nationally and internationally. Although the Commission clearly
embraces the whole spectrum of civil, political, economic, social
and cultural rights, it has not yet engaged specifically with the
right to food, which does not feature among the rights
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mentioned in its strategic plan for 2007-11. There is a key role
the Commission could play in mainstreaming a right to food
thinking vis-à-vis the way in which the country looks at its own
food security, as well as in the way it addresses development co-
operation. With regard to the latter, it would be advisable for the
Commission to collaborate to a greater extent with Irish Aid and
contribute to its programming at country level.
It should be remembered that Ireland played a key role while it

held the EU Presidency in 2004, during the adoption of the
Right to Food Guidelines, resulting from a two-year
intergovernmental negotiation process held at the UN Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO), in Rome.
The way the country led Europe through that process suggests

that similar leadership can definitely be leveraged in several other
fora and in shaping the path to 2015.

6. A right to food approach for the Irish
food security agenda
While the three pillars of the Irish food security agenda
introduced above offer fertile ground for the right to food,
stronger emphasis needs to be placed on certain elements of
each, in order for them to fully qualify as “rights-based”.
“Hunger is a failure of governance”, states the Hunger Task

Force Report. The concept of governance suggests a particular
emphasis on processes rather than outcomes, on the way in
which power is exercised, institutions operate and decision-
making takes place. According to the World Bank, indicators of
good governance range from: voice and accountability, political
stability and lack of violence, government effectiveness,
regulatory quality, rule of law, and control of corruption.40
Strengthening governance therefore requires a new emphasis on
all process-oriented elements of governing – the frameworks
within which development initiatives take place.
Clearly, the challenge is accountability rather than

implementation alone. The right to food offers such an
accountability framework through its legal foundation and the
practice of courts around the world declaring its justiciability.41
Having made governance one of the pillars of its development
agenda, Ireland is in a perfect position to advocate for stronger
international accountability. This could be done through a call
for countries to live up to what they have accepted not only as a
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commitment, but as a legal obligation, which gives an individual
the ability to claim his/her human right. One of the key added
value aspects of a right to food approach in a food security
agenda is the use of rights language. Ireland could lead the way
in international fora in promoting a rights language which refers
to legal obligations, rather than political commitments and
pledges. These, of course, are only applicable to those countries
that have ratified the ICESCR, among them, Ireland, in 1987.
Ireland could also take on the role of advocating for the
ratification of this instrument by those countries that have not
yet done so.
While the MDGs are at the heart of Ireland’s development

cooperation programme,42 they capture only half the picture.
The MDGs focus on proportions rather than numbers – a
direction which leaves the right to food at risk. While the
percentage of hungry people can decrease due to factors such as
overall population growth, numbers can easily remain the same,
if not rise, meaning that individuals’ right to food remains
unfulfilled. While the MDGs have indeed contributed in driving
global development efforts to a unanimously agreed
commitment, they do not alone address the problem in its
entirety. Ireland could advocate internationally to shift the
thinking from proportions to numbers and make the MDGs fully
rights-based.
While the current focus on aid effectiveness and targeted

investment of resources is key in the development of the 21st
century, greater emphasis should be placed on the need to work
closely with legal, policy and institutional frameworks at national
level which together constitute the enabling environment for
people to feed themselves in dignity. The Hunger Task Force
Report emphasises the need to reform policies in order to
enhance an enabling environment. While this is key, action needs
to be taken beyond policy alone, across all sectors. A useful tool
in guiding countries in cross-sectoral reforms is the Right to
Food Guidelines. Given Ireland’s full support for this document,
there would be clear scope for the country to advocate more
strongly for its adoption in country programming and strategy
development.
The Hunger Task Force Report’s emphasis on small-holder

agriculture also suggests the particular attention Ireland gives to
those who are among the poorest in the world, and on local
solutions. The right to food is the right of every individual to
feed him/her self with dignity. While the international
community can offer support in the achievement of this right,
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the answer needs to be a local one: increasing local productivity,
strengthening local access to land and credit, investing in
infrastructure development, knowledge and innovation
technology can enable people to move from subsistence to
commercial activities and ultimately enter off–farm economy.
There is a need to tap those opportunities that we have missed
for so long and enter the 21st century development arena
focussing on the creation of prosperity, rather than the
eradication of poverty alone. In this sense, national and
international dialogue, as well as multisectoral responses, are key.
Ireland is a good example of a country where ongoing dialogue
between the government and civil society forms the core of the
overseas development agenda.
A third pillar in the Hunger Task Force Report is that of

nutrition. For decades, nutrition has been an orphan in the food
and agriculture debate. Adequacy of food is one of the
requirements of the right to food, meaning attention to elements
such as dietary requirements, adequacy in relation to social and
cultural contexts, health and care. In looking at nutrition as
diversified and sustainable diets, greater emphasis should be
placed on the family context: a child does not live in a vacuum,
the problem of a malnourished child is also the problem of the
child’s parents and the distress of not being able to feed their
child – beyond medical indicators our attention should be geared
towards the concept of social nutrition.43 In this sense, there is a
need to invest in more comprehensive vulnerability assessment
tools which can capture the multifaceted face of nutrition.
For a long time, when debating nutrition, the focus has been

on health and medical dimensions alone, with less attention paid
to related areas of food and agriculture, as well as human and
environmental dimensions. Sectors such as food and agriculture,
health, social affairs and education, need to engage one another
more proactively and talk with a view to enhancing more
effective cooperation beyond silos initiatives. Recent
developments in the area of nutrition state that nutrition is
about: food security, public health and social protection44 –
multisectoral coordination is key.
Ireland, having governance at the core of its development

agenda, could advocate more strongly for the right to food by:
- promoting a rights-based language that focuses on legal
obligations, rather than on political commitments alone;

- advocating internationally for stronger accountability
mechanisms;



Trócaire Development Review 2010 | 63

- supporting the reform of the international architecture to
tackle world hunger, promoting coherence across sectors
and an approach which focuses on clear targeted
interventions, innovation and impact and a better targeting
of investments;

- promoting linkages between poverty and hunger, making
sure the latter is tackled expressly and not simply as an
implication of the former;

- making a case for the right to food as a meaningful tool to
advance the MDGs, beyond a reduction in proportions of
hungry people to the full realisation of individual rights;

- maintaining hunger at the top of its development agenda,
highlighting its entitlement-deprivation nature;

- targeting its development work towards strengthening legal,
policy and institutional frameworks in developing countries;

- promoting more comprehensive vulnerability assessment
tools including process indicators;

- looking at a food security agenda comprehensively:
adequacy, availability and access;

- assisting countries in the formulation of appropriate policies,
strategies and legislation with a view to strengthening the
governance of food systems;

- advocating nationally and internationally for stronger
coordination mechanisms at all levels, capitalising on
synergies rather than on duplication;

- assisting countries in developing social safety nets and the
ability to cope with external shocks in a manner which
promotes a rapid return to self-sufficiency;

- advocating for the integration of a rights-based approach
into development curricula.

Hunger is a failure of governance, hunger is deprivation and
want. The last decade has marked significant progress in a
number of countries. However, efforts still need to be made and
they must be concerted ones. Leadership is one of the key
elements to reverse trends and achieve significant and
sustainable change – Ireland can lead internationally in the fight
against hunger and advocate for not only a reduction in the
number of hungry people, but the full achievement of the right
to adequate food.
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