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Today, we live in a world overflowing with riches, yet 842 million people still suffer hunger and malnutrition.
  Every seven seconds a child under the age of 10 dies directly or indirectly of hunger somewhere in the world
   More than 2 billion people worldwide suffer from “hidden hunger”, or micronutrient malnutrition.  Born malnourished, children are left mentally and physically stunted, deformed or blind, condemning them to a marginal existence.  Régis Debray calls them "crucified at birth".   This is a scandal of outrageous proportions and the situation is getting worse.

The UN Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) has shown that progress in reducing world hunger has virtually come to a halt.
  Promises made by Governments at the World Food Summit to halve the number of victims of undernourishment are not being met.  Few countries have made progress.
  FAO reports that in recent years the situation is seriously deteriorating rather than improving, particularly in Africa.  Over recent years, hunger has also increased in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Congo, India, Iraq, Kenya, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Tanzania, Uganda, the Occupied Palestinian Territories.  And hunger is not unique to developing countries:  many developed countries also admit food insecurity amongst their own poorest populations.  All this in a world, which according to the FAO, already produces more than enough food to feed the global population.

In the face of growing hunger, malnutrition, poverty and inequality, social movements and civil society organisations are beginning to take up the language of human rights to challenge the power relations that allow such hunger to persist.  Relegated for many years to an inferior position behind civil and political rights, economic, social and cultural rights are now being proclaimed, declared and defended by an emerging civil society in the South and in the North, and occupy an ever more important place within the United Nations.  Economic, social and cultural rights, which include the right to food, provide a powerful language to challenge the persistence of hunger and poverty in the world today.  From the perspective of the right to food, persistent hunger is neither inevitable, nor acceptable, and usually amounts to a violation of the human right to food.
The right to food, including its most basic expression as the right to be free from hunger, is protected under Article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, as well as numerous other instruments.
  For the 148 Governments that have ratified this International Covenant, guaranteeing the right to food is a binding legal obligation.  Guaranteeing food security for everyone is a legal obligation, not simply a policy choice or preference.  

The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights is the key UN human rights body charged with monitoring the implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  The Committee has defined the right to food as:  

“the right of every man, woman and child alone and in community with others to have physical and economic access at all times to adequate food or means for its procurement in ways consistent with human dignity.”

The right to food includes availability of food but also access to food.  Adequate food must be physically and economically accessible to everyone, and it must meet standards of nutritional adequacy and cultural acceptability.

The right to food does not mean handing out free food to everyone. Rather, the right to food means that Governments must respect, protect and fulfil the right to food.   The obligation to respect means that Governments must not violate the right to food (e.g. evict people from their land, destroy crops). The obligation to protect means that Governments must protect their citizens against violations by other actors (e.g. by instituting regulations on food safety, protecting against potential abuses by transnational corporations). The third obligation to fulfil the right to food means that the Government must first facilitate the right to food by providing an enabling environment for people to feed themselves, pro-actively engage in activities intended to strengthen people’s access to and utilization of resources and means to ensure their livelihood and food security (e.g. engage in land reform, stimulate employment), and secondly the Government must be the provider of last resort in cases where people cannot feed themselves for reasons beyond their control (e.g. social safety net programmes, food stamps, food provision in prison).
The right to water is also closely linked to the right to food.  Safe, clean drinking water is essential to our daily diets, as we cannot consume food without water, and water is also essential to agriculture – we cannot produce food without water.  Yet, over 1.1 billion people in the world are not connected to a modern water supply system.  Over 2.4 billion people do not have adequate sanitation and 2 billion cases of diarrhoea are recorded every year in the world.  Over 5 million people, mostly children and babies die from water related diseases every year – largely because the food is mixed with unsafe, unclean drinking water.

In the year 2001, my mandate as Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food was extended to include access to safe drinking water.  And there have been very recent advances in strengthening the protection of the right to water.  The UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has stated that water is essential to human life and defines the right to water as:  

 “The human right to water entitles everyone to sufficient, safe, acceptable, physically accessible and affordable water for personal and domestic uses.”

The Committee also recognises that the right to water is inextricably related to the right to food and requires that : “Priority in the allocation of water must be given (…) to the water resources required to prevent starvation and disease.”
  This includes ensuring basic access to water resources for livelihoods based on subsistence farming, primarily to protect the equal access to water for poor, marginal farmers, especially women and other marginalized groups including indigenous peoples.

Again, the right to water does not mean that free water should be given to everyone, but that ways must be found to ensure that even the very poorest have access to a basic minimum quantity and quality of water.  As does the right to food, the right to water entails obligations to respect, protect and fulfil for governments which have ratified the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

That food and water are both essential to life itself is self-evident, yet to conceive of access to adequate food and access to adequate water as basic human rights, continues to be disputed at the international level.  Despite the creation of my mandate as Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, by the UN Commission on Human Rights, some governments vote regularly against my mandate because of ideological convictions that economic, social and cultural rights are not real rights at all, but merely aspirations.  However, although it is true that economic, social and cultural rights are subject to the availability of resources, and should be progressively realised, this should not be used as an excuse for failing to address the terrible suffering created by hunger and poverty in rich countries that have the resources to ensure an enabling environment where every person has a basic access to food and water.  The right to food and the right to water are basic, fundamental human rights inherent in every human being. 

At the same time, we need to push forward the boundaries of traditional human rights to focus on other powerful actors that affect the implementation of these rights.  Creating an enabling environment for the realisation of the right to food is primarily the responsibility of national governments, but in a age of globalisation and liberalisation, governments must start to think of the impact of their own policies not only on their own citizens, but on citizens in other countries of the world.  The injustice and imbalances in the implementation of liberalisation required by the WTO Agreement on Agriculture, and the ways in which subsidies accorded to farmers in the North impact on the right to food of farmers in the South, is just one way in which the right to food in one country can be affected by the policies implemented in an another country.  In this sense, international organisations (World Bank, IMF, WTO) also have responsibilities towards human rights, as well as governments.  Furthermore, in a world in which transnational corporations now have unprecedented control over food and water systems, it is time to develop a coherent system of accountability to ensure that they do not abuse this power.
  Just as human rights were originally developed to put limits on abuses of power by Governments, they must now be developed to circumscribe future abuses of power by large corporations.
As Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote many years ago, “Between the powerful and the weak, it is liberty that oppresses and it is the law that liberates”.  To stop the daily massacre of hunger, the right to food and the right to water must be respected.
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