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Over the past eight years civil society organizations (CSOs) and social movements 
have repeatedly denounced the violation of social rights in Spain. The situation has 
deteriorated due to regressive legal reforms adopted in this field and austerity 
policies applied under the pretext of the economic crisis. This situation is demon-
strated by, for example, the tens of thousands of evictions, the increase in poverty,2 
which especially affects children, as well as by the reduced enjoyment of the human 
right to adequate food and nutrition (RtAFN) of lower income groups.

In this context, in June 2014, a coalition of CSOs composed of, among others, Obser-
vatori DESC, Entrepobles and Educación por la Acción Crítica (EdPAC), submitted 
an alternative report to the Spanish Government’s report for the UN Human Rights 
Council’s Universal Periodic Review (UPR),3 which was held in January 2015. The 
alternative report focuses on the impoverishment of Spanish society in general, and 
the Catalan society in particular, with a focus on the RtAFN.4

FOOD POVERTY AND MALNUTRITION

The alternative report’s conclusions resulted from a participatory diagnosis process 
that started in October 2013 in the Autonomous Community of Catalonia, which high-
lighted the impact of the aforementioned policies on the enjoyment of the RtAFN.5 

This participatory process subsequently led to the presentation of a second 
report in December 2014.6 This report presented several key findings. Firstly, the 
process of food commodification demonstrates a clear link between poverty and the 
violation of the RtAFN. Families have been directly hit by cuts in social budgets, the 
elimination of subsidies under the 2007 Dependency Law, the removal of grants for 
school meals and the reduction of minimum income schemes that promote social  
inclusion. All of these measures have mainly affected women, who assume most of 
the responsibility for care giving and the provision of food. The data is very enlightening: 
between 2011 and 2012, 7,000 households stopped receiving minimum income 
support and, from 2011 to 2013, 37,000 assistance requests were denied in Catalonia 
alone. Moreover, in 2011, the regional budget allocated to school meal grants for 
vulnerable families was reduced by €2 million.7 

Secondly, institutional responses to the growing food insecurity are limited 
to assistance-driven and mitigation measures, which are not applied widely enough. 
Assistance through food banks and social canteens, which are widespread in Spain 
nowadays, stand out among these measures. As a result, the food and nutritional 
needs of excluded and socially vulnerable people are not quantitatively nor qualitatively 
being met. 

Thirdly, the study also confirms the absence of official statistics about the 
population’s food needs, making it impossible to undertake a full diagnosis. Such a 
diagnosis would help in designing integral and coordinated strategic plans among 
the different areas of institutional care, such as health centers, schools and social 
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services. Similarly, there are still many obstacles in analyzing the actual level of 
malnutrition in the country. The Catalonian Ombudsperson (Síndic de Greuges de 
Cataluña), denounced the lack of systematized information on child malnutrition 
in its August 2013 report.8 The Ombudsperson’s report provided visibility to this 
issue and sparked a public debate on its various dimensions.

Finally, the participatory approach adopted by the study showed that none 
of the different State levels—central, regional and local—are fulfilling their inter-
national legal obligations regarding the RtAFN. This is illustrated by the absence of 
measures or actions to fulfill these obligations at constitutional, legislative and public 
policy levels. These obligations are elaborated on by the FAO Voluntary Guidelines 
to Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context 
of National Food Security,9 and in the January 2014 recommendations of the former 
Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food.10

RECOMMENDATIONS 

CSOs demand that the Spanish State implements its commitments under international  
human rights law, does its utmost to respect, protect and fulfill the RtAFN, and 
increases the available resources to realize this right. We deplore the fact that the 
economic crisis is being used as an argument, and excuse, to adopt decisions that 
imply regression of, or harm to, the realization of economic, social and cultural 
rights (ESCR) and, in particular, the right to food. Recommendation 131.125 of the  
Brazilian Government in the report of the Working Group on the UPR should be 
highlighted, as it calls on Spain to take steps to ensure that austerity measures do 
not negatively impact ESCR, especially the rights to adequate housing, health, food 
and education.11 

The Spanish Government must enshrine its international human rights law 
obligations pertaining to the right to food in domestic legislation. Equally, public 
policies must be designed and implemented with a human rights-based approach 
that includes ensuring civil society participation. Some of the necessary policies 
include encouraging access to land for those who want to grow food, especially 
through agro-ecological social projects, such as community gardens, and the establish-
ment of social and environmental criteria for the public procurement of local food 
production.
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