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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am immensely happy to be present at the Ninth Asian Congress of Nutrition and to Chair 

a special session on “Nutrition as a human right – context, concepts and challenges”.  

I am also very grateful to the organizers of the Congress of Nutrition for according me this 

privilege, and happy to be part of this gathering of eminent nutritionists and health professionals. 

I have noted the amazing variety of topics and speakers with such wide ranging and diverse 

knowledge and experience, and I am confident of the great contribution this Congress will bestow 

upon the field of nutrition, not only in Asia, but at the global level. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen,  

The adequate nutritional status of an individual requires, simultaneously, household food 

security, adequate care and protection and adequate access to basic health services. 

Within this environment, human rights represent a relationship between a recipient with 

valid needs and a provider with a certain set of responsibilities and duties. These responsibilities 

or duties define what the providers are supposed to do and for which they are to be held 

accountable. Such a relationship therefore implies that the recipient is aware of what he/she is 

entitled to; and the provider knows that he/she has a responsibility, has the necessary authority to 

carry out these responsibilities and possesses the necessary resources to discharge the same.  

The existing international laws only recognize a State’s obligation to maintain the 

nutritional status of its own citizens. The only exception is the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (CRC), which also recognizes parents or child caretakers as providers of duties and 

obligations. A human rights-based approach to programming therefore requires the identification 

of all key providers in relation to each specific human right, including the rights to nutrition. 

However, in the language of most of the UN Conventions and Declarations, the use of 

phrases like “freedom from hunger”, “right to food”, though implying a right to nutrition, is 

generally equated with lack of food. Only the Convention on the Rights of the Children (CRC) 

recognizes nutrition as a human rights issue.   

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Since the Cold War, over 100 armed conflicts have taken place and it is estimated that by 

the end of 2000, some 24 million people were dependent upon international humanitarian aid for 

their survival as a result of armed conflicts in developing and newly developed industrialized 

countries. 

Traditional humanitarian action focuses on service delivery: health, water, nutrition, food 

aid and shelter. In this approach, human rights are considered ‘political and controversial’, while 
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humanitarianism is considered safe. As a result, the right to nutrition in conflict situations is 

either ignored or violated, as has happened in several instances and in many ways.  

As a result of this, an issue currently under discussion at the United Nations is how often 

the humanitarian aspect in complex emergencies is frustrated and undermined by the 

politicization of humanitarian assistance, including food aid allocations. Nutritional outcomes are 

a result of complex interactions between physiological, socio-economic, cultural and political 

determinants of malnutrition. But this complexity is not always reflected in the policies guiding 

the allocation of resources and operational practice of the international community and national 

governments. 

Measuring the nutrition rights content in a humanitarian crisis situation is another difficult 

issue. In most such settings, short-term statistical outcome data are usually used to track changes 

in crude mortality rates, case-fatality rates, attack rates and nutritional anthropometry, to assess 

interventions. However, given the ad hoc manner of application of this information and the 

inconsistent performance of agencies providing such aid, accurate support to nutrition rights is 

either not possible or seriously constrained.   

In spite of these constraints, I must add that in recent years, there has been an increase in 

the recognition of the right to nutrition in situations of conflict. Humanitarian assistance and 

protection of human rights are now more closely integrated together with a shift towards rights-

based programming.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Food is a daily need. In crisis situations, where markets, economies and livelihoods are 

totally disrupted, finding enough food to eat is a central struggle. The physical need to eat is 

obvious, but the humiliation and pain of hunger and of being unable to feed one’s family are 

often poorly appreciated. Food crises contribute to the collapse of economies, and livelihoods and 

increase inequities in already inequitable situations. 
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Three issues are relevant to nutrition rights in any situation: preserving human dignity, 

addressing the needs of the nutritionally vulnerable comprehensively, and ensuring that nutrition 

interventions promote the existing livelihoods of the population affected.  

Nutrition intervention, support or assistance should all be assessed with an expanded but 

well defined notion of evidence, and core ethical goals that extend beyond cost-effectiveness and 

statistical interpretation, to include solidarity, justice and adequate response to suffering. 

Thank you. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

On this theme it is now my pleasure to introduce to you Professor Cecilia A Florencio, 

University Professor at the University of Philippines.  

Dr Florencio is a Fellow of the International Union of Nutritional Sciences and has been 

recognized internationally for her research and contributions to nutrition both at the national and 

the international levels. Her work in nutrition includes development and evaluation of nutrition 

plans and programmes; school nutrition programmes; functional significance of under-nutrition 

and human resource development.  

Dr Florencio is also one of the few nutritionists who have linked nutrition as a science and 

practice to ethical issues and human rights. She is president of an organization called FoodFirst 

Information and Action Network (FIAN) – Philippines, an international human rights 

organization established in 1986 to promote the right to adequate food. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, please join me in welcoming Dr Cecilia Florencio, who will now 

speak on Nutrition as a human right – context, concepts and challenges. 

 


