
Peoples’ Nutrition Is Not a Business 29

Mafalda Galdames Castro and María Daniela Núñez Burbano 
de Lara 1

The year 2015 has often been predicted as an extremely significant moment 
for human rights. In fact, the 1996 World Food Summit (WFS) established the 
target of reducing the number of undernourished people to half the level of 1996 
no later than 2015.2 In 2000, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs),3 less 
ambitiously, promised to halve the proportion of undernourished people by the 
year 2015 as compared to the levels in 1990 (MDG 1c).4 Similarly, the WFS 
committed itself to ensuring gender equality and the full exercise of women’s 
rights (Objective 1.3), while MDG 3 aimed to eliminate gender disparity in 
education specifically by 2015 at the latest.

Nearly 20 years after the WFS, and 15 years after the adoption of the Millennium 
Declaration, there are no reasons to celebrate achievements by heads of State and 
governments. Far from achieving the objective set by the WFS,5 795 million people 
will continue to suffer from undernourishment between 2014 and 2016,6 and the 
educational gap between men and women still exists at all levels.7 Public outrage 
over this failure should be at least as resounding as the applause that followed the 
adoption of the MDGs. However, heads of State and the private business sector have 
managed to divert the attention towards the new myth of the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs), which are being negotiated at the time of drafting this article.7

While the proposed SDGs aim at eliminating hunger, guaranteeing food secu-
rity, improving nutrition, and promoting sustainable agriculture (SDG 2), as well as 
gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls (SDG 5), they fail, even 
before their approval, as they do not address the MDGs’ serious oversight of not 
adopting a human rights approach, including accountability mechanisms.9 As such, 
policies originating from the SDGs will continue to ignore the structural causes of 
inequality, poverty and undernourishment, reinforced by the hegemonic agro-export 
model of production and consumption.10 These policies will not have communities, 
people, and especially not women, at their center but rather markets and transnational 
companies, whose ultimate goals are economic growth and excessive profits. This 
will damage local food systems, displace peasants, reinforce the sexual division of 
labor, interfere with access to natural resources and destroy the environment.11

DISCRIMINATION AGAINST WOMEN AS A VIOLATION OF THE RIGHT TO 
ADEQUATE FOOD AND NUTRITION

Despite many international instruments created to promote human development 
and gender equality,12 many women still face discrimination in access to natural and 
productive resources, such as seeds, land, water, education, healthcare, stable em-
ployment and adequate wages, and social security, as well as in respect to sexual 
and reproductive rights, protection against violence, decision-making and social, 
cultural and political participation.13 This discrimination constitutes a violation of 
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women’s human rights and hinders the full, autonomous and active exercise of their 
capacities in the provision of adequate food and nutrition for themselves, their families 
and their communities.14

Thousands of women are subjected to a life of injustice marked by material  
scarcity. This poverty is significant among rural women,15 and is inextricably linked to 
their own undernourishment and that of girls and boys.16 Moreover, undernourishment, 
which results from a massive increase in cheap so-called ‘junk food’,17 has a higher 
impact on women and children, who at the same time suffer from poverty and food 
insecurity.18

Discrimination against women is conceived from the structural system of 
patriarchal domination, with the protection of the institutional and ecclesiastical 
‘powers that be’. It stems from an ideological capitalist determinism, based on the 
separation between production, remunerated and typically ‘male’, and reproduction, 
non-remunerated and ‘female’.19 In the context of food systems, this model has  
resulted in the de-contextualization and the business appropriation of food and  
nutrition. This has created an artificial separation between food (goods, with a 
production and distribution system boosted through technological innovations and 
world trade) and nutrition (focused on adding medicalized supplements of micro-
nutrients).20

AN ALTERNATIVE MODEL BASED ON THE HUMAN RIGHT TO ADEQUATE 
FOOD AND NUTRITION: WOMEN'S RIGHTS AND FOOD SOVEREIGNTY

Food sovereignty, introduced in 1996 by La Via Campesina at the social movements’ 
parallel forum to the WFS, is a normative alternative for the fight against hunger and 
undernourishment. Five years later, at the World Forum on Food Sovereignty held 
in Cuba, 400 delegates from 60 countries from all continents drafted the declaration 
entitled “For the peoples’ right to produce, feed themselves and exercise their food 
sovereignty”:

Food sovereignty is the means to eradicate hunger and malnutrition and to guarantee 
lasting and sustainable food security for all of the peoples. We define food sover-
eignty as the peoples’ right to define their own policies and strategies for the sustain-
able production, distribution and consumption of food that guarantee the right to 
food for the entire population, on the basis of small and medium-sized production, 
respecting their own cultures and the diversity of peasant, fishing and indigenous 
forms of agricultural production, marketing and management of rural areas, in 
which women play a fundamental role.21

Food sovereignty is built on traditional food systems, whose objectives are providing 
food to people and the common good. These systems have been accompanied by an 
exchange of knowledge on seed breeding and conservation for thousands of years, 
applying comprehensive sustainability without contributing to systematic cultural 
and natural resource erosion. Hence, food sovereignty entrusts peasants22 with the 
decision on what food is produced, who produces it and how, and on the use of that 
food to achieve the full exercise of the human right to adequate food and nutrition 
(RtAFN).23

The realization of this right and food sovereignty are inseparable from the work 
of peasants, and are not conceivable without the integration of women. Women must 

5 While “[t]he latest PoU [prevalence of under-
nourishment] estimates suggest that the 
development regions as a whole have almost 
reached the MDG 1c”, the goal of the WFS 
“has been missed by a large margin” as it 
would have required reducing the number of 
people suffering from hunger to 265 million 
fewer than the current estimate for 2014–16. 
See: FAO. The State of Food Insecurity in the 
World 2015. Rome: FAO, 2015, p. 9. Available 
at: www.fao.org/3/a-i4646e.pdf. Moreover, 
in 2012, the FAO launched a new ‘improved’ 
methodology, through which undernourish-
ment decreased to a larger extent than 
indicated by the previous estimates. See: 
FAO. The State of Food Insecurity in the World 
2012. Rome: FAO, 2012. Available at:  
www.fao.org/docrep/016/i3027e/i3027e.pdf.

6 Ibid. FAO 2015, pp. 8–18.

7 UNESCO. World Atlas of Gender Equality in 
Education. Paris: UNESCO, 2012. Available 
at: www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Documents/
unesco-world-atlas-gender-education-2012.pdf.

8 The proposed SDGs will be adopted at 
the UN Summit to Adopt the Post-2015 
Development Agenda in September 2015. 
For more information, please visit:  
sustainabledevelopment.un.org/topics/ 
sustainabledevelopmentgoals.

9 Wolpold-Bosien, Martin. “Human Rights  
Accountability, Inclusive Governance in 
Food and Nutrition, and the Post-2015 
Framework.” Right to Food and Nutrition 
Watch (2013): 13–15. Available at:  
www.fian.org/fileadmin/media/publications/
Watch_2013_eng_WEB_final.pdf#page=13.

10 Schuftan, Claudio and Radha Holla. “Two 
Contemporary Challenges: Corporate 
Control over Food and Nutrition and the 
Absence of a Focus on the Social Deter-
minants of Nutrition.” Right to Food and 
Nutrition Watch (2012): 24–30. Available at: 
www.fian.org/fileadmin/media/publications/
R_t_F_a_N_Watch_2012_eng.pdf.

11 Darrow, Mac. “The Millennium Develop-
ment Goals: Milestones or Millstones? 
Human Rights Priorities for the Post-2015 
Development Agenda.” Yale Human Rights 
and Development Journal 15:1 (2014):  
55–127. Available at: digitalcommons.law.
yale.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1111&c
ontext=yhrdlj; Quintos, Paul L. “La Agenda 
Corporativa de Desarrollo Post-2015: 
Expandiendo el Poder Corporativo en el 
Nombre del Desarrollo Sostenible.” Presen-
tation made at the Biannual Conference of 
the Asia Pacific Research Network, Hong 
Kong, China, September 1–2, 2014.

12 Among them, the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966), 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(1989), the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(1979), and the Platform for Action that came 
out of the 4th World Conference on Women 
in 1995.

13 FAO. The State of Food and Agriculture 
2010–11: Women in Agriculture: Closing the 
Gender Gap for Development. Rome: FAO, 
2011. Available at: fao.org/docrep/013/
i2050e/i2050e.pdf.

14 Anne C. Bellows et al., Gender, Nutrition, and 
the Human Right to Adequate Food: Toward 
an Inclusive Framework. New York: Routledge, 
forthcoming November, 2015.

15 International Fund for Agricultural Develop-
ment (IFAD). Rural Poverty Report 2011. 
Rome: IFAD, 2011, p. 61. Available at:  
ifad.org/rpr2011/report/e/rpr2011.pdf.



Peoples’ Nutrition Is Not a Business 31

03
GENDER AND FOOD SOVEREIGNTY: WOMEN AS ACTIVE SUBJECTS IN THE PROVISION OF FOOD  
AND NUTRITION

be valued for the role they play as human rights subjects, taking into account the function  
they have assumed since the origins of peasant agriculture and their productive role 
in food and nutrition for all peoples.24 Social movements, within which women’s  
participation is increasingly active, understand women as life's axis of integration and 
as promoters of good living (buen vivir).25 Women are seen as bearers of peasant agri-
culture knowledge, which is based on agro-ecology. Therefore, they are key actors in the 
mitigation of climate change, given that agro-ecology is the only viable and autonomous 
alternative to produce diverse, healthy and nutritious food.

For social movements, nutrition cannot be separated from food, health, the 
environment and agriculture. Food and nutrition are comprised of identity, love, 
care, and spirituality, as well as physical, mental and emotional health. Both food and 
nutrition integrate the transmission of knowledge, languages, ceremonies, dances 
and prayers, as well as stories and songs related to subsistence practices and traditional 
foods. Social movements perceive and experience daily food and nutrition as an in-
divisible concept.26

Peasant, rural and indigenous women in Latin America, as well as in other parts 
of the world, are fighting against the patriarchal and neoliberal model: it is not enough 
to secure food production, distribution and nutritional supplements. Develop ment 
concepts and programs to fight undernourishment must be reconsidered. It is essential 
to eliminate all forms of discrimination against women, as it violates their rights and 
hinders their contribution to food sovereignty. The fight against discrimination should 
start within the social movements themselves, as well as in valuing and sharing repro-
ductive tasks between men and women. Moreover, it is essential to implement human 
rights-based policies, including accountability mechanisms and safeguards against 
undue business influence. Only in this way will women be able to fully exercise their 
capacities in the provision of adequate food and nutrition, which will not be disassociated 
from each other, or from people and nature.

INSIGHT 3
Violations of Women’s Human Rights as Root Causes of Malnutrition: The Case of 
Communities Affected by Mining and Displacement in Essakane, Burkina Faso27

R. Denisse Córdova Montes and Kossiwavi A. Ayassou Sawadogo 28

As a result of the Canadian mining conglomerate IAMGOLD’s expanding activities 
in West Africa, 2,500 households in the north of Burkina Faso were displaced and  
resettled outside of the mining area in 2009. To support the communities’ efforts 
in demanding the protection of their human rights and holding the State of Burkina 
Faso accountable for its human rights obligations, FIAN International and FIAN 
Burkina Faso documented women’s perspectives of the impact of mining and dis-
placement on women’s rights, as well as on community members’ right to adequate 
food and nutrition, and on children’s access to nutrition. 

A methodology was developed that recognized how women’s holistic access 
to human rights shapes their capability to ensure family nutrition and children’s human 
rights. Qualitative and quantitative methods assessed women’s: (1) sexual and repro-
ductive rights; (2) right to natural and productive resources; (3) right to be free from 
gender-based violence; and (4) right to recourse and accountability mechanisms. 
They also assessed children’s right to education and right to health. 
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During 2014 a total of 60 women participated in focus group discussions, and 
19 women were selected to participate in individual surveys. That same year the results 
were presented for review and validation at community meetings involving an 
estimated 400–500 women and men in the six communities affected by IAMGOLD 
mining and resettlement.

Findings demonstrate the overall precarious situation of women’s human 
rights in Essakane and its significant impact on the right to adequate food and nutrition  
of the communities’ children. Women and children’s human rights situation is 
worsened by the long-term, and sometimes permanent, migration of adult males in 
search of work at other mining sites. The patriarchal nature of society at community 
and national levels constructs female identity in terms of dependency, instead of 
self-determination born of human rights and dignity. Women appeared not to have a 
clear understanding of being rights holders, including having a right to physical and 
mental integrity that may not be threatened or violated, or having the right to hold 
their communities and the state accountable for human rights abuses and violations 
that they and their families face. 

In 2015–2016 a series of workshops with affected men and women will take 
place to foster a greater understanding of human rights and gender equality, and 
effectively engage community members in the upcoming reporting and review pro-
cesses of Burkina Faso by the Committees on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(CESCR) and on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 2016. 
These processes are further opportunities for affected communities to bring attention 
to violations of the right to adequate food and nutrition, and the inter dependence of 
these with women and children’s human rights.
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