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A FOOD SECURE CANADA BRIEFING NOTE
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food Mission to Canada
The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food is undertaking a formal country
mission to Canada on May 6-16th, 2012. Below please find answers to some common questions
regarding his visit.
1.

What is the right to food?

“The right to adequate food is realized when every man, woman and child, alone or in
community with others, has physical and economic access at all times to adequate food or means
for its procurement.” General comment 12
The right to food is a fundamental human right. It is enshrined in a range of international legal
instruments, including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which was adopted by the
UN General Assembly in 1948. It is more specifically spelled out in the International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which Canada signed in 1976, and it is included in
various other human rights instruments. Canada has a legal obligation to respect, protect and
fulfill the right to food.
The right to food requires the possibility either to feed oneself directly from productive land or
other natural resources, or to purchase food, and includes several key elements: (a) availability;
(b) accessibility; and (c) adequacy:
a) Availability relates to there being sufficient food on the market to meet the needs.
b) Accessibility requires both physical and economic access: physical accessibility means
that food should be accessible to all people, including the physically vulnerable such as
children, older persons or persons with disabilities; economic accessibility means that food
must be affordable without compromising other basic needs such as education fees, medical
care or housing.
c) Adequacy requires that food satisfy dietary needs (factoring a person’s age, living
conditions, health, etc), be safe for human consumption, free of adverse substances and
culturally acceptable.

For more information on the Right to Food
2.

Who is the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food?

The UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food is a position created by the UN Human Rights
Council. Mr. Olivier de Schutter, a professor of law based in Belgium, has occupied the position
of Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food since 2008 (previously the position was held by Jean
Ziegler). Mr. de Schutter has undertaken nine country visits so far, and his trip to Canada will be
his first to an OECD country. During the course of his tenure, he has given specific attention to
key global issues, including: agro-ecology and the right to food; agribusiness and the right to
food; women’s rights and the right to food; climate change and the right to food; the impacts of
trade agreements on the right to food, and others.
Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food’s website
Full list of country visit reports
Full list of issue reports
3.

What will happen during the Special Rapporteur’s country mission to Canada?

During the Special Rapporteur’s country mission to Canada May 6-16th 2012, he and his team
will meet with the Government of Canada and key stakeholders related to the right to food,
including Indigenous peoples’ representatives, civil society organizations and a wide spectrum of
organizations and experts involved in food issues.
The Special Rapporteur will travel to Ottawa, Montreal, Toronto, Winnipeg, Edmonton and the
Island Lakes Region.
While in Canada, the Special Rapporteur will investigate the following themes:
(1) Economic accessibility, as a condition for the enjoyment of the right to food, particularly for
the poorest segments of the population, and the impact of poverty on the adequacy of diets;
(2) Aboriginal peoples and the right to food;
(3) The organization of food chains and its impact on the right to food;
(4) Governance of policies and programmes that impact the right to food, including social
protection programmes; and
(5) International development cooperation, food aid and the right to food.
After the mission, the Special Rapporteur will write a report detailing his findings and including
practical policy recommendations to the Government of Canada. These will be part of Canada’s
official international human rights record, as they will be officially presented to the UN Human
Rights Council
To read the official “aide-memoire” for the mission, click here.
4.

How has Canadian civil society engaged with the mission so far?

In late 2011, a Civil Society Coordinating Committee was struck to develop joint input to the
mission of the Special Rapporteur. At the invitation of the Special Rapporteur to provide
suggestions for key areas of inquiry during his mission and associated site visits, over forty
organizations and individuals participated in a joint process which resulted in a collective
submission.
Based on this submission, civil society has been asked to convene meetings on specific themes,
in Montreal, Ottawa, Toronto and Winnipeg.
The members of the civil society Coordinating Committee are:
Anna Paskal, Food Secure Canada
Bruce Porter, Social Rights Advocacy Centre
Annette Desmarais, University of Regina
Rebecca Schiff, Memorial University
Sophia Murphy, Squamish Foodies
For more information, please contact Anna Paskal: policy@foodsecurecanada.org
5.

How can you be involved?

Once the itinerary is finalized, there may be opportunities to attend public events with the
Special Rapporteur in some cities. However the Special Rapporteur welcomes written
submissions from all people concerned about the right to food in Canada. You can send these
here:
By e-mail:
nadia.lambek@gmail.com, priscilla.claeys@uclouvain.be, ykim@ohchr.org
By mail:
Priscilla Claeys
Université de Louvain
SSH/JURI/PJTD
Collège Thomas More
Place Montesquieu, 2, bte L2.07.01
1348 Louvain-la-Neuve
6. What does this have to do with the People’s Food Policy and Food Secure Canada?
Canada has a legal obligation to respect, protect and fulfill the right to food. It is currently failing
in its obligations, with close to 2.5 millions Canadians living with food insecurity. At the same
time, one in four Canadians is considered obese, thousands of family farms are disappearing
every year, and the industrial agriculture system is a leading contributor to climate change. Our
food system is broken.
The People’s Food Policy is a grassroots-led initiative that developed the most comprehensive

national food policy being advanced in Canada today. It is a clear solutions-oriented response to
our current food system, and if implemented, would ensure that Canada meets its obligations to
respect, protect and fulfill the right to food.
The Special Rapporteur’s visit is an unprecedented opportunity to talk about food issues in your
community in the context of Canada’s legal obligation to respect, protect and fulfill the right to
food. For those who support the People’s Food Policy, this visit is an ideal opening to talk about
the need for this national food policy, and to meet with elected representatives to tell them about
ground-breaking grass roots food work going on in our communities, and how the involvement
of the federal government could enhance their effectiveness – helping Canada move towards
fulfilling its obligations on the right to food.
National food policies (or strategies) are an acknowledged key component of realizing the right
to food. The obligation to fulfill the right to food requires the Government to adopt pro-active
measures that will strengthen people’s access to and utilization of resources and means to ensure
their livelihood and do so on a basis of non-discrimination. The UN Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights has adopted a “General Comment on the Right to Food” which is a
way of defining more precisely what the right to food entails and what obligations it imposes
upon governments. While this General Comment affords discretion in how individual states
implement the right to food, it is very clear about the need for a national policy “to ensure food
and nutrition security for all, based on human rights principles that define the objectives, and the
formulation of policies and corresponding benchmarks. It should also identify the resources
available to meet the objectives and the most cost-effective way of using them”.
Making the link between Canada’s current failure to respect, protect and fulfill the right to
food for all – and the need for the People’s Food Policy – is a powerful message to bring to
our elected officials and the media across the country at this key time.
To participate in plans for a national “meet your MP” strategy to support the People’s Food
Policy, please click here.

