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a b s t r a c t

The right to food is widely accepted by nations, with the notable exception of the United States (US) and
four other countries. The US government deals with domestic food insecurity through an array of needs-
based food assistance programs instead of rights-based approaches; and administration officials have
resisted the right to food for several decades, claiming that accepting this right would bind US actions in
undesirable and contradictory ways. Food insecurity persists in the US, where 48.8 million people
including 16.2 million children lived in food-insecure households in 2010. Recognizing the right to food
could be a meaningful first step in overcoming chronic domestic food insecurity. This paper clarifies the
distinction between the responsibilities for food security that are currently respected, protected and
fulfilled by the US government and those that would be necessary were the right to healthy food
accepted in full. These responsibilities extend from the community to international levels, affecting Farm
Bill-based domestic funding as well as foreign aid and development efforts of the US government and
philanthropic organizations based in the US. Meaningful progress is being made toward realizing the
right to healthy food in the US through community-based nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).
Although such organizations come closer to facilitating the right to healthy food than the federal
government or national anti-hunger NGOs, this right cannot be achieved in full without coordinated
efforts by community-based and national NGOs, the private sector and multiple levels of government.
Broad adoption of a rights-based approach and responsibilities associated with the right to healthy food
by government agencies and US-based philanthropic organizations can help to remove barriers to the
right to healthy food and provide focus to food system reform efforts in the US; harmonization with
international efforts to promote food security; and eradication of hunger, food insecurity and malnu-
trition (both under-nutrition and over-nutrition) in the US and globally.
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1. Introduction

Thinking about access to healthy food as a right, rather than
a privilege of those with sufficient purchasing power to buy good
food, fundamentally changes howwe see causes of and solutions to
food insecurity. Public understanding of hunger and food insecurity
has undergone radical transformation in the last century, from the
view that hunger is inevitable, or just punishment for laziness or
other sins, to the view that hunger is a delimited social problem
that must be remedied for moral reasons (Vernon, 2007), to the
view that hunger and malnutrition of all kinds (over-nutrition as
well as under-nutrition) are entrenched in the sociopolitical
context and the food environment.1 Attention to sociopolitical

factors, the food environment and their consequences has
increased rapidly over the past decade (reviewed in Maxwell and
Smith, 1992; González, 2010). But widespread public under-
standing that food is a human right has not yet been achieved, at
least in the United States (US).

Human rights are most useful and actionable if their accompa-
nying duties or obligations are accepted by the appropriate people,
agencies and institutions. Failure in the US to acknowledge the right
to healthy food and for multiple actors to accept the accompanying
responsibilities obstructs effective responses to food insecurity
domestically and full contribution to international efforts to
address hunger and chronic malnutrition. When access to healthy
food is accepted as a human rightdi.e., inalienable, universal,
interdependent with and indivisible from all other human
rightsdthis acceptance brings with it the modern understanding of
rights-based approaches. This understanding stems from a United
Nations-commissioned statement of a common development
approach (daSilva, 2004). The statement includes several elements
considered “necessary, specific and unique” to a rights-based
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1 “Food environment” is the reinforcing and interconnected set of infrastructure,
institutions and messages related to food, within which any individual grows or
acquires and consumes food or conducts food-related businesses.

Contents lists available at SciVerse ScienceDirect

Journal of Rural Studies

journal homepage: www.elsevier .com/locate / j rurstud

0743-0167/$ e see front matter � 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2012.09.004

Journal of Rural Studies 29 (2013) 113e122

mailto:manderson@coa.edu
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/07430167
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/jrurstud
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2012.09.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2012.09.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2012.09.004


approach: a) the identification of human rights claims and corre-
sponding obligations of duty-bearers as well as full causes of the
non-realization of rights, b) assessment of the capacity of rights-
holders and duty-bearers to claim rights and fulfill obligations
respectively, c) development of strategies to build these capacities,
d) monitoring and evaluation of both outcomes and processes
guided by human rights standards, and e) adherence to the
recommendations of international human rights bodies and
mechanisms in programming. Rights-based approaches require
additional elements of good practice, such as participation by all
stakeholders in analyses, focus on marginalized and excluded
groups, and local ownership of development. With wide accep-
tance of the human right to healthy food, social tolerance of food
insecurity declines and social policy to fulfill this right becomes
mandatory, not a nicety that can be trimmed off in the interests of
national budget relief.

At present, the best-funded US approaches to domestic food
insecurity are a mixed bag of entitlements and charitable
responses, which have not (and cannot) end hunger within its
borders. Extending the same incoherent approach into interna-
tional work is not only ineffective in addressing hunger, but
impedes more meaningful and constructive efforts. Particularly in
an international context in which many other countries and United
Nations (UN) agencies and staff have elaborated the right to
adequate food and nutrition comprehensively, and other countries
are implementing the voluntary guidelines toward progressive
realization of this right with some success, the US is increasingly
isolated in its resistance to embracing the right to healthy food.2

This paper reviews relevant literature and current practice to
evaluate the congruence of US domestic responses to food inse-
curity with the right to healthy food, addresses critiques of this
right that have been raised in North America, and analyses ways
that the US approach to food security fails to meet the criteria of
a rights-based approach. It proposes a three-stage typology of
emerging non-governmental (NGO) approaches to food insecurity,
and examines these alternatives for their coherence with the right
to healthy food and rights-based approaches. The paper concludes
with a description of the changes that acceptance of this right
would necessitate in US domestic and international work on food
insecurity and their likely outcomes.

2. Congruence of US responses to food insecurity with the
right to healthy food

2.1. US responses to hunger and food insecurity

The primary line of response in the US to food insecurity is an
array of 15 federal food assistance programs. In 2010, one in four US
citizens used at least one of these programs at some time during the
yeardup from one in eleven in 2006 (Oliveira, 2007, 2011). In Fiscal
Year 2010, the US government spent $94.8 billion on food assis-
tance programs; this was the tenth consecutive year in which

expenditures on food assistance and nutrition surpassed previous
historical records. The five largest programs, which account for 96%
of federal spending, are the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP, formerly known as the Food Stamp Program); the
National School Lunch Program (NSLP); the Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC); the
Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP); and the School
Breakfast Program (SBP). The largest program, SNAP, is restricted to
households that meet income, asset, work and immigration status
requirements (Oliveira, 2011). Participation in each of the other 14
programs is contingent on meeting specific requirements, such as
income thresholds, and Congress appropriating enough money to
serve all clients who are eligible.

A complex conglomeration of private food assistance programs
operated by national, state and local NGOs including churches
supplements the federal programs, although government programs
contribute nearly 90 percent of the combined US public and private
food assistance (Mabli et al., 2010). A national network of more than
200 food banks collects, stores and distributes food to agencies
operating food pantries, emergency kitchens and shelter-based
feeding programs. In addition, farms, food rescue operations and
other NGOs contribute to these food outlets.

2.2. Where do these responses fall short?

The most obvious shortcoming is that federal and private
responses are not addressing the root causes of hunger and food
insecurity in such a way that these consequences diminish: the
numbers of food-insecure people have been growing or holding
steady since consistent records have been kept, not shrinking
significantly. More than 1 in 5 US children lived in households
experiencing food insecurity in 2010 and more than one-third of
female-headed households with children were food-insecure
(Coleman-Jensen et al., 2011). Children’s food insecurity is espe-
cially pernicious, as it has long-term consequences on growth,
brain architecture, cognitive ability, school readiness, ability to
perform in school, and maternal depression and ability to cope
(Cook and Frank, 2008). Despite several public and private
programs that are aimed at meeting food needs of children, the
numbers served are consistently below the numbers that need to
be served and the gap has widened in recent years (Leftin and
Wolkwitz, 2009; Mabli et al., 2010).

2.2.1. Problems of federal food assistance programs
The primary issue with federal food assistance is that it is

dependent on Congressional approval each year and attendant
political pressures. As a result, programs may fall short of funds
because Congress sees them as expendable or has other spending
priorities; so funds sufficient for every person in need are not
allocated.

A second issue with federal responses is that federal reports
about food insecurity are not tied to a coherent plan of action to
eliminate hunger and food insecurity, a systematic analysis of the
root causes of food insecurity, nor any way to hold the responsible
federal agencies accountable. The annual household food security
reports do not reference plans of action to remedy food insecurity.
Poverty is widely recognized as the primary proximal cause of US
food insecurity (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2011); yet most food assis-
tance programs provide in-kind assistance, not cash.

A third issue with federal food assistance is that the amount of
benefits allotted in SNAP is based on out-of-date metrics and falls
far short of the amounts needed to purchase sufficient food. SNAP
benefits are based on the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP)da “market
basket” of staple foods, and the assumption that food accounts for
30% of a household’s expenses. But according to the most recent

2 This paper uses “right to food”, “right to adequate food and nutrition” and
“right to healthy food” interchangeably. The right to food has been clarified through
multiple UN documents to refer to more than simply any food that will satisfy
hunger. At the least, food should supply micronutrients essential for growth and
maintenance of health. In addition, food has cultural significance and the ways in
which it is produced have environmental impacts that can affect other human
rights, such as health, water and development. While the language used to describe
the right has not completely caught up with the growing understanding of food’s
complex meanings and the consequences of alternative food systems, the “right to
adequate food and nutrition” or the “right to healthy food” are more in keeping
with current understanding of what the right entails than simply “right to food”. I
use the three terms to refer to usage by different audiences in different points in
time rather than to different rights.
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