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about the author
I used to be a substance abuse counselor, but the 
program went bankrupt a few years ago. They 
stopped paying all of their employees.

I originally found out about [the food pantry] from 
my work. I remember referring people to this 
place. I never thought I would be the one coming 
here. I started coming to the food pantry because 
after I lost my job it was harder to get all I needed.

I live with my daughter and her three children. 
They receive food stamps, but we recently had 
to get recertified. My daughter’s two sons are no 
longer eligible [because they are too old]. We don’t 
know yet how much they will reduce the benefits. 

I don’t participate in food stamps because I don’t 
want to cause problems for my daughter or my 
grandchildren. We all live in the same house.

I don’t know what I would do without [this food 
pantry]. I come to the food pantry once a month 
and I usually have to wait about 45 minutes. My 
Social Security also helps me feed myself, but 
inflation is really bad. My rent has increased, the 
food prices have increased, and subway prices 
have increased. I do not have a retirement fund. 
When my firm went bankrupt, I had to spend  
my retirement money to pay the rent. Now there  
is nothing.

�I’m 62 years old. I’m a U.S. citizen,  
and I have a bachelor’s degree.

Melissa
New York City Food Pantry Customer
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Executive Summary

The United States is facing a food security crisis: One 
in six Americans lives in a household that cannot 
afford adequate food. Of these 50 million individ-
uals, nearly 17 million are children. Food insecurity 
has skyrocketed since the economic downturn, 
with an additional 14 million people classified as 
food insecure in 2011 than in 2007.

For these individuals, being food insecure means 
living with trade-offs that no one should have 
to face, like choosing between buying food and 
receiving medical care or paying the bills. Many 
food insecure people also face tough choices about 
the quality of food they eat, since low-quality 
processed foods are often more affordable and 
accessible than fresh and nutritious foods.

Food insecurity takes a serious toll on individuals,  
families, and communities and has significant 
consequences for health and educational outcomes, 
especially for children. Food insecurity is also  
enormously expensive for society. According to 
one estimate, the cost of hunger and food inse-
curity in the United States amounted to $167.5 
billion in 2010.

The U.S. government’s predominant response 
to food insecurity involves a series of programs 
known as Domestic Nutrition Assistance Programs 
(“DNAPs”) that provide food and nutrition  
services to low-income Americans. Millions benefit 
from these programs: The Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly known  
as the Food Stamp Program, serves approximately  
1 in 11 Americans each month, while more 
than half of infants born in the United States 
receive nutrition benefits through the Special 
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children (WIC).

Yet DNAPs fail to adequately address the needs 
of the 50 million Americans who live in food 
insecure households. First, eligibility requirements 

may be drawn too narrowly, thereby excluding 
many food insecure individuals from receiving 
benefits. Second, eligible participants face numer-
ous administrative barriers to participation, such 
as complicated application and renewal processes. 
And third, the benefits provided through DNAPs 
may not be sufficient to meet participants’ food-
related needs.

The limitations of government nutrition assistance 
programs are reflected in Americans’ increasing 
reliance on private “emergency” food providers, 
like food pantries, which many now turn to as 
a routine source of food. Yet private entities are 
themselves struggling in the face of the economic 
downturn and a growing demand for assistance.

Food insecurity in the United States is not the 
result of a shortage of food or of resources; it is 
the result of poverty and of policies and programs 
that fail to prioritize the needs of low-income 
Americans. Despite the magnitude of the problem, 
and its far-reaching implications, eradicating food 
insecurity has not been a political priority. Instead 
of addressing critical gaps in food assistance, the 
U.S. government is considering severe funding 
cuts and other reforms to DNAPs that could strip 
millions of Americans of crucial support, exacer-
bate already alarming rates of food insecurity, and 
push families into deeper crisis.

The time is ripe for a new approach to the problem. 
A human rights approach to food shifts the focus 
from food assistance as charity to adequate food 
as a human right. The right to food is a universally 
recognized norm that calls on governments to 
ensure that all people have access to food that is 
safe and nutritious, meets their dietary needs, and 
is appropriate to their cultural backgrounds.

Adopting a human rights approach to food offers 
the U.S. government a roadmap for addressing the 
root causes of food insecurity while empowering 
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those who are least able to provide for themselves. 
Particularly in times of economic crisis, when 
governments face resource constraints and must 
manage trade-offs between various goals, the 
human rights framework signals to governments 
that they must prioritize the needs of the most 
vulnerable and ensure that peoples’ basic needs  
and fundamental rights are fulfilled.

This briefing paper proceeds in four parts. Part I 
addresses the scope, causes, and consequences 
of food insecurity in the United States. Part II 
assesses the U.S. government’s response to food 
insecurity through an analysis of the four largest 
government nutrition assistance programs, namely 
SNAP, WIC, the National School Lunch Program 
(NSLP), and the School Breakfast Program (SBP). 
Part II also looks at Americans’ increasing reli-
ance on emergency food providers, such as food 
pantries, to make up for the shortcomings of 
government nutrition assistance programs. Part III 
introduces the human right to adequate food and 
describes governments’ obligations to ensure its 
fulfillment. Part III also illustrates how a human 
rights approach is consonant with long-standing 
American values that recognize the government’s 
role in ensuring freedom from want. Part IV 
applies the human rights framework to the prob-
lem of food insecurity in the United States and 
offers key recommendations to help fulfill the right 
to adequate food for all Americans.

Specifically, Part IV calls on the U.S. government 
to adopt a holistic and multi-faceted national strat-
egy for fulfilling the right to adequate food. This 
national strategy should address the root causes of 
food insecurity and related problems like obesity. 
It must aim to ensure that food is accessible, both 
physically and economically; that food is adequate, 
meaning safe, nutritious, and culturally appropri-
ate; and that food is available to purchase or that 
people have the means to produce it themselves.

As part of this national strategy the govern- 
ment must take immediate steps to strengthen 

the existing food safety net. DNAPs should be 
reformed to ensure that these vital programs reach 
all who are food insecure, and in a manner that 
empowers beneficiaries to claim their rights with 
dignity. In particular, we recommend that the  
U.S. government: 

•	 Revise SNAP’s eligibility requirements  
to ensure that the program reaches all food  
insecure households; 

•	 Increase SNAP benefits to allow beneficiaries 
to purchase a sufficient amount of nutritious 
food; 

•	 Maintain SNAP as an entitlement program 
and convert WIC from a block grant to an 
entitlement program;

•	 Develop and enhance strategies to increase  
participation in school meals programs and 
ensure that children have access to nutritious 
meals when not in school; 

•	 Prioritize efforts to streamline DNAP applica-
tion, certification, and verification processes; 

•	 Launch a public awareness program to help 
remove stigma from DNAP participation  
and deliver benefits in a manner that helps 
reduce stigma; 

•	 Continue to monitor and improve the nutri-
tional changes made to WIC, the NSLP,  
and the SBP and fund nutrition education  
programs, which can also play an important 
role in promoting dietary improvements.

A human rights approach to food issues in the 
United States suggests a new way forward: one  
that prioritizes the basic needs of all Americans, 
ensures support for a robust social safety net, 
comprehensively tackles the root causes of food 
insecurity, and fulfills the right to adequate  
food for all.
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Methodology

This briefing paper is the result of extensive 
research on food issues in the United States, 
conducted over the course of a year by the 
International Human Rights Clinic (IHRC) at 
NYU School of Law. The briefing paper draws 
on IHRC’s expertise in the area of international 
human rights law generally, and on the right to 
food in particular. This briefing paper also reflects 
IHRC’s interviews with some of the nation’s lead-
ing food policy experts and anti-hunger advocates. 
These interviews were carried out to facilitate 
our understanding of the principal challenges to 
addressing food insecurity in the United States. 
The briefing paper does not necessarily reflect the 
views of the individuals and institutions cited.

The briefing paper also offers the personal testimo-
nies of food pantry customers and food insecure 
individuals to illustrate both the depth and im-
pact of the food security crisis. The testimonies of  
New York City food pantry customers were 
collected by IHRC at the West Side Campaign 
Against Hunger in February 2013. The names of 
these customers have been changed in order to 
protect their identities. The remaining testimonies 
and photos of food insecure individuals and fami-
lies were taken by Barbara Grover for The New 
Face of Hunger, a project of MAZON: A Jewish 
Response to Hunger.
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I was working for a gentleman in home 
renovations and when his business was 
hit by the recession, he started paying 
me late. Then he just stopped paying me 
altogether. Being unemployed has cut our 
household income in half, and my wife 
and I are having to make decisions every 
day on how to allocate what little mon-
ies we have: are we going to eat or are we 
going to pay the light bill? We never lived 
extravagantly, but there are no luxuries 
now, no more vacations. We are fighting 
to hold on to what little we still have.

In the six years since we bought our 
house, this month is the first time that 
the mortgage wasn’t paid on time. I had 
to borrow from one place to give to 
another. I pawned the title to my truck 
to supplement income. We don’t qualify 
for mortgage assistance or food stamps. 

That’s frustrating because you hear about 
all these programs to help people like us, 
but then they tell you you’re not eligible. 
I’m not out to shirk my responsibility or 
take something that’s not mine, but I just 
don’t want to keep sliding further down.

Choices have to be made. We’ve changed 
how we feed ourselves. I like fish a lot, 
but now we can’t afford it. What we buy 
is limited to more processed foods. Last 
night for dinner, I ate some crackers and 
cheese and some kind of, shall we say, 
processed meat. There are many times 
that instead of making myself a salad, 
I’ll have ramen noodles. Granted, ramen 
is full of sodium and other things that 
aren’t good for you, but it’s just basic 
sustenance and you can buy a case of 
them for a dollar and change.

Emery in his  
front yard, 
Brandon,  
Mississippi

The new face of hunger
In 2012, the organization MAZON: A Jewish Response to Hunger began an initiative documenting 
who in America is hungry today and why. These are some of the stories they uncovered.
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Jessica with  
her family in  
their trailer,  
Pine Ridge 
Reservation,  
South Dakota

My husband thought about going to 
college, but it seemed like a nowhere 
situation in today’s economy. So many 
of our friends are coming out of col-
lege and go right into the food stamp 
line because they can’t get jobs. So my 
husband, a 4.0 student, decides against 
college and ends up as a dishwasher.  
And we end up on food stamps.

We’re not “in the system” because we 
don’t want to pay for our food or don’t 
want to work. But it’s a numbers game 
of being able to pay our bills and feed 
ourselves. My husband’s job is actually a 
high paying job here, but he doesn’t earn 
enough to make ends meet. When he 
got a fifty-cent raise, earning about $20 
extra a month, our food stamps were cut 
by $75 a month. How does that make 
sense — lowering our food stamps more 
than his salary increase?

We’ve learned to be savvy with our food 
stamps. We use our food stamps on 
healthy food rather than buying cheaper, 
instant things or junk food. And plan 
ahead. Still, there are times when all 
we have left to eat is ramen. It’s a little 
depressing, but at least we have ramen.

I’d love to get off food stamps. I’d really 
like to be able to just go to the store and 
buy everything we need and not have 
to say, ‘Well, we don’t really need that 
right now.’ But the only way we can get 
ahead — get off food stamps — is if we 
find some real economic stability.

What keeps me going is that I’m just 
stubborn, and I love my parents, my 
husband and my son. So what am I 
going to do? Lay down in the middle of 
the floor and starve to death?
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In 2011, 50 million people in the United States lived 
in “food insecure” households, meaning they could 
not afford to provide adequate food for themselves 
or their families.2 Of those, 17 million people lived 
in households that were classified as having “very 
low food security” — they often had to skip meals, 
reduce the size of their meals, or even go without 
eating for an entire day.3 

Being food insecure means having to make trade-
offs that no one should have to face, like choosing 
between buying food or receiving medical care, 
paying for heat, or paying one’s mortgage.4 For the 
millions affected, it also means routinely worrying 
about how to feed themselves and their families.5 

The problem of food insecurity in the United 
States is not new, but it has gotten worse since the 
economic downturn. Between 2007 and 2011, the 
number of people who could not afford adequate 
food grew by nearly 14 million.6 Increases in 
food insecurity have been paralleled by increased 
participation in programs like the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). Twenty 

million more people participated in SNAP in 2012 
than in 2007, for a total of 46 million people.7 

Black and Hispanic households,8 households 
with incomes below the poverty guidelines, and 
households with children, particularly those 
headed by a single parent, are especially hard hit, 
experiencing food insecurity at rates well above 
the average.9 Food insecurity affects a broad range 
of Americans,10 including working Americans 
and families with incomes above the U.S. poverty 
guidelines. In fact, 1 in 10 individuals above the 
U.S. poverty guidelines is food insecure.11 

Despite its prevalence, food insecurity remains 
largely invisible in the United States.12 This may 
in part be due to the fact that popular perception 
of food issues tends to focus on obesity, leading 
to the assumption that Americans eat too much, 
rather than too little.13 Food insecurity and obe-
sity, however, “can co-exist in the same individual, 
family, or community.”14 Studies demonstrate that 
food insecurity is strongly correlated with rates 
of obesity, suggesting that the two problems are 

Part I

food insecurity IN THE UNITED STATES:  
scope, causes, and consequences

“�What does hunger look like  
in America? Hunger in America 
looks like hard choices.”
Hannah Lupien
West Side Campaign Against Hunger 1
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closely connected.15 As Eric Olsen of the hunger-
relief charity Feeding America has noted, “Hunger 
and obesity can be flip sides of the same coin.”16 

The Food Research and Action Center explains 
that a lack of economic and physical access to 
healthful foods can make people vulnerable to 
both food insecurity and obesity.17 Food insecure 
families, for example, face difficult trade-offs 
between purchasing low-cost, poor quality food 
and higher-cost healthful foods. Three dollars 
today will buy 3,767 calories of processed food 
such as soda and chips but only 312 calories of 
fresh fruits and vegetables.18 For families whose 
resources are stretched thin, purchasing a sufficient 
amount of healthful food may not be economically 
possible. According to the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA), 95% of households classified 
as having very low food security reported that they 
could not afford to eat balanced meals.19 

Moreover, low-income families may face difficul-
ties physically accessing supermarkets and grocery 
stores that carry a greater variety of fresh and 
nutritious foods. The USDA estimates that 23.5  

In 2011, 

50  
million 

people in the U.S. lived in 
food insecure households.

The cost of hunger in  
the United States was 

$167.5  
billion 

in 2010.

million people live in low-income neighborhoods 
that are more than one mile from a supermarket  
or large grocery store.20 The time and transporta-
tion costs associated with reaching supermarkets 
from these so-called “food deserts” can make it 
particularly difficult for low-income households  
to obtain healthful foods, further increasing  
their risk of obesity.21 

Food insecurity takes a serious toll on individuals,  
families, and communities and has significant 
consequences for health and educational outcomes. 
These consequences are especially acute for children. 
Between 1999 and 2011, the number of children 
living in food insecure households increased by 
37%, for a total of 16.6 million children.22 Children 

Customers wait in line outside the St. Columbanus and St. Gelasius Food Pantry, Chicago, December 2010. Many people 
who participate in SNAP must also rely on food pantries, as SNAP benefits are often insufficient to address a family’s  
food-related needs. (Photo by Joe Wigdahl Photography, courtesy of the Greater Chicago Food Depository)
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born into food insecure families may not receive 
adequate nutrition, including in the prenatal 
period, placing them at risk of serious health 
problems and an increased risk of hospitalization.23 
Food insecure children also struggle to learn at the 
same rate as their food secure peers and are likely 
to continue having trouble in school.24 

According to a report by Feeding America on the 
economic impact of food insecurity, children who 
experience chronic hunger are also significantly 
more likely to experience behavioral problems and 
are more likely to need mental health counseling.25 
Moreover, all of these possible problems connected 
with food insecurity increase the chance that 
children will drop out of high school, potentially 
decreasing their lifetime earning potential.26 

Food insecurity is also enormously expensive for 
society. According to the Center for American 
Progress, the cost of hunger and food insecurity 
in the United States amounted to $167.5 billion 
in 2010.27 This “hunger bill” — which the Center 
suggests is a conservative estimate28 — includes 
the costs of treating illnesses and other medical 
conditions related to food insecurity, the impact 
of hunger on educational outcomes and lifetime 
earning potential, and the costs of running charity-
based emergency food programs.29 It does not 
include the significant costs of treating obesity-
related medical conditions.30 Overall, the Center 
for American Progress estimates that it would cost 
the U.S. government about half the amount of the 

“hunger bill” — or $83 billion — to extend SNAP 
to all food insecure households.31 

Food insecurity in the United States — one of  
the wealthiest countries in the world32 — is not 
the result of a shortage of food or of resources; 
it is the result of poverty and of policies that fail 
to prioritize the needs of low-income Americans. 
In 2011, more than 46 million Americans lived 
in poverty, a nearly 50% increase since 2000.33 
Nearly 22 million Americans are currently either 
unemployed or underemployed, which represents 
an 85% increase since 2006.34 Stagnating real 
wages35 and rising healthcare costs,36 among other 
factors, are also squeezing household budgets  
and forcing families to make tough choices about 
their food.

The government has failed to adequately address 
the increase in poverty and food insecurity in the 
United States and has instead overseen a weaken-
ing of the social safety net in recent years. Social 
assistance programs have not responded to rising 
needs and are continually threatened with deep 
budget cuts.37 The next section focuses on the U.S. 
government’s predominant response to food inse-
curity — a series of nutrition assistance programs 
that supplement low-income Americans’ ability to 
purchase food. As explained below, these programs 
are vital to millions of Americans but fall short in 
several key respects. 
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The U.S. government’s response to the pressing 
problem of food insecurity has largely focused 
on the provision of food and nutrition services to 
low-income Americans. This section provides an 
overview of key government programs, as well as 
their shortcomings, and explains how these pro-
grams work in parallel with charitable institutions 
like food pantries to address food insecurity in 
the United States. For millions of people, reliance 
on non-governmental emergency food providers 
has become the new normal, a development that 
is simply unsustainable for these institutions and, 
most importantly, for individuals experiencing 
food insecurity.

A. Domestic Nutrition Assistance Programs

U.S. domestic nutrition assistance programs 
(“DNAPs”) are operated by two federal agencies —  
the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Food 
and Nutrition Service (USDA-FNS) and the 
Department of Health and Human Services’ 
Administration on Aging (HHS-AOA) — as well 
as dozens of state and local agencies.39 

The bulk of nutrition assistance is provided 
through four programs, which combined make up 
more than 90% of all government expenditures on 
DNAPs.40 These are: 
•	 The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP); 
•	 The National School Lunch Program (NSLP); 
•	 The School Breakfast Program (SBP); and 
•	 The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program 

for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC).

These programs, which are vitally important  
to millions of Americans,41 fall short in three key 
respects. First, eligibility requirements may be 
drawn too narrowly, thereby excluding many food 
insecure people from receiving benefits. Second, 
eligible participants face numerous administra-
tive barriers to participation, such as complicated 
application and renewal processes. And third, the 
benefits provided through DNAPs may not be suf-
ficient to meet the food needs of the people who 
do qualify.

Part II

THE FOOD SAFETY NET:
NUTRITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS AND THEIR SHORTCOMINGS

“�Our government is the strongest and most 
effective instrument for helping the American 
community. The government needs to fulfill its 
role of protecting the most vulnerable.”
Abby Leibman
MAZON: A Jewish Response to Hunger 38
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1. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), formerly known as the Food Stamp 
Program, is the largest DNAP in the United 
States.42 SNAP provides eligible low-income 
individuals with monthly benefits that can be used 
to purchase food at qualifying stores. Millions 
benefit from SNAP, which serves approximately 
1 in 11 Americans each month.43 According to 
a study by the Center on Budget and Policy 
Priorities, SNAP kept 4.7 million people out of 
poverty in 2011, including 2.1 million children.44 
In 2012, SNAP provided $74.6 billion in benefits 
and increased the food purchasing power of over 
46 million individuals.45 

SNAP is an entitlement program, meaning that 
the U.S. government is committed to covering 
all eligible persons regardless of the cost.46 SNAP 
eligibility is based primarily on a household’s 

income and assets. In order to qualify for SNAP,  
a household must have: 
a) �a monthly gross income at or below 130% of  

the federal poverty guidelines47 ($2,422/month 
for a family of four); 

b) �a monthly net income at or below 100% of the 
poverty guidelines ($1,863/month for a family  
of four); and 

c) �$2,000 or less in assets.48

Some households may also be categorically, or 
automatically, eligible for SNAP benefits based on 
eligibility for other government assistance pro-
grams, which allows these households to bypass 
SNAP’s gross income and asset requirements.49 

SNAP’s financial eligibility requirements, how-
ever, may be drawn too narrowly, leaving some 
food insecure households outside their scope.50 
In 2011, for example, one in four households with 

The San Francisco and Marin Food Bank, November 2012. Food banks receive 
and store food products — procured from both public and private sources — and 
then distribute those items to food pantries or soup kitchens. (© 2012 Irvin Lin)
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gross incomes between 130% and 185% of the 
federal poverty guidelines (or between $29,965 and 
$42,642 for a family of four) were classified as food 
insecure but exceeded SNAP’s income eligibility 
requirements.51 Although some of these households 
may have been categorically eligible for SNAP, 
these numbers suggest that SNAP may not be 
reaching all families that are struggling with food 
insecurity.

In addition, SNAP excludes or limits the benefits 
offered to certain individuals even if they meet 
income eligibility requirements. For example,  
able-bodied adults without dependents are gener-
ally restricted to receiving SNAP benefits for 
three months in a three-year period, unless they 
are working or participating in a recognized work 
program.52 Moreover, many non-citizens who  
may otherwise be financially eligible are restricted 
from accessing SNAP benefits.53 

Even those who qualify for SNAP face barriers to 
participation. These barriers vary from state to state 
but include issues such as lengthy and non-uniform 
applications, burdensome verification requirements, 
inconvenient office locations and hours, and short 
recertification periods.54 According to the USDA, 
28% of people who are eligible for SNAP do not 
participate in the program,55 often as a result of 
these issues.56 Although the government has made 
some progress in reducing administrative barriers  
in recent years  —  such as adopting simplified 
reporting for SNAP57 and eliminating fingerprint-
ing as part of the application process58  —  further 
reforms are needed to ensure that these benefits 
reach all eligible individuals.59 

Finally, SNAP benefits are insufficient to address  
a family’s food-related needs. As a case in point, a 
family of four entitled to the maximum benefit 
receives approximately $668 in assistance per 
month.60 This amount translates to roughly $1.90 

A family of four entitled 
to the maximum SNAP 
benefit receives roughly 

$1.90 

per person per meal.

per meal for each individual in the household.61 
Indeed, the benefits are so low that families  
often run out of funds well before the end of  
the month.62 

With such limited benefits, SNAP participants’ 
ability to purchase nutritious food is significantly 
constrained.63 Highly processed foods may offer a 
cheaper and easier way of receiving calories than 
more nutritious and expensive options, such as 
fruits and vegetables.64 Though concerns about the 
adequacy of the American diet are not restricted to 
those receiving government benefits,65 SNAP par-
ticipants are not financially able to make the same 
choices that many other Americans make.66

As noted by a New York City food pantry cus-
tomer and recipient of SNAP benefits, “They tell 
you to eat more healthy but they don’t make it 
easy. Fruits and vegetables are expensive; junk food 
is cheap.”67 U.S. Congressman Jim McGovern, 
who spent a week purchasing food on a SNAP 
budget, reached a similar conclusion: “No organic 
foods, no fresh vegetables, we were looking for the 
cheapest of everything…. It’s almost impossible  
to make healthy choices on a food stamp diet.”68 

2. National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and 
the School Breakfast Program (SBP) are the sec-
ond and fourth-largest DNAPs, with budgets of 
$11.6 billion and $3.3 billion, respectively.69 These 

“��They tell you to eat more healthy but they  
don’t make it easy. Fruits and vegetables  
are expensive; junk food is cheap.”
Debra, New York City Food Pantry Customer 
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programs provide free or reduced-price breakfasts 
and lunches to millions of school children.70  
The NSLP provides lunch to 31.6 million children 
daily,71 while the SBP provides breakfast to 12.8  
million children.72

The federal government reimburses schools that 
participate in either program for each meal served.73 
Students whose household incomes are at or below 
130% of the poverty guidelines are eligible for free 
breakfast and lunch, while reduced price meals are 
available to students whose household incomes are 
between 130% and 185% of the poverty guidelines.74

The school meals programs have real potential 
to address childhood hunger and ensure good 

nutrition.75 The NSLP has fairly high participation 
rates among enrolled students certified to receive 
free or reduced-price lunch.76 Participation rates, 
however, decline between elementary and high 
school.77 In fact, 36.1% of high school students cer-
tified to receive free meals do not participate in the 
lunch program.78 SBP participation lags even fur-
ther behind. According to the Food Research and 
Action Center, only about half of the low-income 
students who received free or reduced-price lunch 
also received school breakfast in 2011–12, even 
though more than 90% of schools that participate 
in the NSLP also offer school breakfast.79

Moreover, children who receive lunch and break-
fast during the school year may have diminished 

Last year, I lost my job because of illness. When 
my daughter also got sick, I came to the food 
pantry because I needed to support her. I’ve been 
coming here regularly for under a year. Being here 
to me is almost like giving up. I don’t feel quite 
comfortable here, but I don’t have a choice.

I’ve been in the United States since I was 10 
years old. I went to school here and did one year 
of college. I have problems with my identification 
because of the way I came to the United States,  
so those problems make it really difficult to apply 
for [government] programs. The process is also 
really difficult and humiliating. Why do they step  
on people when they’re down when they’re there  
to lift them up?

You don’t get much [at the food pantry], but it 
helps, especially with my grandson. I pick up food 

for him. I sometimes make sure that I only use a 
certain amount of food for today, so I can make 
sure that I have enough for tomorrow. I don’t skip 
meals, but I need to be really careful. I eat very 
little, so it doesn’t really affect me, but my grand-
son is 18 and he’s going to college. I want to make 
sure that he’s eating right.

I don’t know if it’s good for my self-esteem to 
come [to a food pantry], but I have to do some-
thing. [Coming here] is like beating yourself up 
and taking your self-esteem and stepping all over 
it. Going back 10 years — I never thought I’d find 
myself in a place like this.

I’m hoping I can let go of this [and stop coming to 
the food pantry] before Christmas. I’d really like to 
be finished with all of this. Afterwards, I’d like to 
volunteer. I’d like to help out and not be helped.

I live with my daughter and my 
18-year-old grandson.

Julia
New York City Food Pantry Customer



Nourishing Change: Fulfilling the Right to Food in the United States 15

access to food during summer breaks and other 
school holidays. The government has, in part, 
attempted to make up for this shortfall through 
summer nutrition programs,80 but the reach of 
these programs is limited. The Food Research and 
Action Center found that summer nutrition pro-
grams only served 1 in 7 children who participated 
in the NSLP in July 2011.81

The U.S. government has introduced a number  
of policies in recent years to facilitate participation 
in the NSLP and the SBP. For example, all school 
districts are required to implement direct certifica-
tion programs that automatically enroll students in 
the NSLP or the SBP if their families are enrolled 
in SNAP, eliminating the need for a separate 
paper application.82 Although direct certification 
is a more efficient way to enroll eligible students 
into the program, the Food Research and Action 
Center notes that additional improvements in data 
matching and notification are needed, as direct 
certification does not reach approximately 30%  
of eligible children.83

Additionally, a new federal option called  
Community Eligibility allows participating  
schools to provide free meals84 to all of their  
students without a separate application process  
as long as at least 40% of their students are 
certified for free meals. Direct certification and 
Community Eligibility both aim to reduce barriers 
to participation and increase enrollment in the 
NSLP and the SBP. Continued monitoring  
is necessary to ensure that these policies achieve 
their goals. Further research is also needed to 
better understand the factors that hinder student 
participation in the NSLP and the SBP.85

School meals programs also provide important 
opportunities to promote healthy diets among 
children.86 The NSLP and the SBP have long been 
criticized for not providing sufficiently nutritious 
foods to children. In 2010, however, passage of 
the federal Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act signifi-
cantly overhauled the nutritional standards for the 
NSLP and the SBP. The new requirements include 

increased availability of fruits, vegetables, and 
whole grains; reduced fat content for milk; reduc-
tions in saturated fat and sodium; minimized trans 
fat; specific calorie limits by grade level; and the 
availability of tofu as a meat alternative.87  
Students must also take a fruit or vegetable at  
each meal.88

Some experts continue to express concern that  
agricultural commodities, including many  
processed foods89 provided to school meals pro-
grams through the USDA, could contribute  
to poor nutrition in schools.90 In fact, commercial 
agriculture played a significant role in lobbying 
Congress to ensure that the USDA did not place 
limitations on the amount of white potatoes that 
could be served in school lunches and to ensure 
that tomato paste on pizza would continue to 
qualify as a “vegetable” under the new nutrition 
guidelines.91 Although commodity foods are an 
important part of the existing school meals  
programs, additional research and monitoring  
is required to ensure that their use does not  
compromise nutritional standards in schools.

3. �Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children

The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for 
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) provides 
food packages, breastfeeding support, and 
nutrition education to low-income women and 
their young children.92 WIC is the third-largest 
DNAP with a budget of $6.6 billion in FY 2012.93 
The WIC program has tremendous reach: Each 
month, it serves about 9 million women, children, 
and infants,94 and each year it serves more than 
half of all infants born in the United States  
and more than one quarter of children below  
the age of five.95

In order to qualify for WIC, an applicant must: 
be a woman who is pregnant,96 post-partum,97 or 
breastfeeding,98 or be an infant or child up to the 
age of five; meet income eligibility requirements;99 
and be certified as a “nutritional risk” by a health 



16 International Human Rights Clinic

professional.100 WIC benefits are distributed in 
the form of checks, vouchers, or debit cards (EBT 
cards) that may be used to purchase specific foods 
each month.101 WIC offers seven different food 
packages based on the age of the child and whether 
or not the mother is breastfeeding.102

The content of WIC food packages was recently 
revised in order to improve both their nutri-
tional value and cultural appropriateness.103 These 
reforms  —  which are seen as a positive step  
forward104 —  included introducing new whole 
grain products into the program;105 lowering  
the fat content of available dairy products; and 
reducing the quantity of juices that a participant 
can purchase. Additionally, the program intro-
duced fixed-value vouchers that WIC participants 
can use to purchase fruits and vegetables, in addi-
tion to their previous benefits.106 However, these 
vouchers do not account for variations in fruit and 
vegetable prices across the country and as a result 
have varying levels of purchasing power.107

Between 1999 and 2009, WIC enrollment grew 
by 24%.108 In 2009, however, only 61% of eligible 
women and children participated in the program,109 
and enrollment actually declined between 2009 
and 2011.110 This decline is particularly surprising 
given the dramatic increases in SNAP enrollment  
in recent years along with rising rates of food  
insecurity.111 But unlike SNAP, WIC is not an enti-
tlement program.112 Instead, WIC is administered 
as a block grant to states and Congress appropri-
ates funds for the program each year.113 The federal 
government does not guarantee that it will provide 
sufficient funding to cover all eligible persons  
and thus the program does not automatically grow 
when need increases.114

In recent years, Congress has limited appro-
priations for WIC despite rising need for food 
assistance,115 and proposed budget cuts have raised 
concerns that WIC will not be able to provide 
benefits to all eligible persons in the future.116 This 
development is especially troubling given the 
important role WIC plays in supporting maternal 
and child health in the United States.

B. Emergency Food Providers

“The emergency food system is no longer an 
emergency — people have come to rely on 
their local food banks out of ongoing necessity. 
Working class families and community college 
students are increasingly relying on emergency 
food providers. How do we move from charity 
to change?” 

 —  Alison Cohen, WhyHunger117

As shown above, DNAPs are limited in their reach, 
do not provide sufficient benefits to those who are 
deemed eligible, and may be inadequate to fulfill 
the nutritional needs of food insecure Americans. 
As a result, many individuals end up turning to a 
network of charitable emergency food providers, 
including food banks, food pantries, soup kitchens, 
and shelters. Emergency food providers rely on 
a combination of public and private support to 
provide prepared and unprepared food to those  
in need.118

Although originally intended to provide short- 
term emergency food supplies,119 emergency food  
providers are increasingly used as a routine source 
of food by many food insecure Americans.120 
According to Feeding America, whose network 
constitutes about 80% of all emergency food 
providers in the United States,121 food pantries have 

“become a staple for many people — those that 
need the extra help to make it through the month 
on a more consistent basis.”122 In 2009, 37 million 
individuals relied on emergency food providers 
associated with Feeding America  —  a 46% increase 
since 2005.123

The U.S. government gives critical support to 
emergency food providers, but government con-
tributions are limited and do not expand based 
on need. For example, The Emergency Food 
Assistance Program (TEFAP), run through the 
USDA, donates commodity foods such as canned 
fruits and vegetables, meat, and fruit juice to 
state agencies, which in turn supply emergency 
food organizations.124 TEFAP provides about 
one quarter of the food distributed through the 
Feeding America network.125 Much of TEFAP 
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food, however, is purchased at the discretion 
of the Secretary of Agriculture and, depending 
on the state of the agriculture market, can vary 
significantly in quantity and variety.126 As Kate 
MacKenzie of the New York City-based food res-
cue organization City Harvest notes, 

The origins of the TEFAP program were to provide 
a market to distressed farmers, not necessarily to feed 
people. Currently, when there is surplus food, the 
government buys it. Conversely, when there are rising 
rates of hunger, the government does not send more 
food. That doesn’t seem to be balanced.127

Even with various forms of government support, 
emergency food providers are extremely limited in 
their ability to provide adequate, nutritious food 
for all those in need. As more individuals turn to 
these services for support, it is increasingly clear 
that emergency food providers cannot make up  
for the shortcomings of government nutrition 
assistance programs.128

C. �A Climate of Stigma Surrounding Food 
Assistance

As described above, people facing food insecu-
rity rely on a combination of public and private 
assistance to secure food for themselves and their 
families. Although DNAPs and emergency food 
providers offer essential support to millions of 
Americans, recipients of food assistance often 
endure a sense of stigma that has been reinforced 
by the current political climate.

American political discourse often paints recipients 
of food assistance as perpetually dependent on gov-
ernment handouts and undeserving of assistance.129 
In reality, employment rates among SNAP partici-
pants are high. According to the Center on Budget 
and Policy Priorities, among SNAP households 
with at least one working-age, non-disabled adult, 
more than half had a member who worked while 
receiving SNAP benefits.130 More than 80% of these 
households had a member who worked in the year 
before or after receiving SNAP benefits.131

A handout from a New York City-based food pantry explaining how much food customers are allowed to take home. 
The limitations of DNAPs are reflected in Americans’ increasing reliance on private “emergency” food providers, 
which many now turn to as a routine source of food. (Photo courtesy of the West Side Campaign Against Hunger)  
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Furthermore, many of these programs are targeted 
at individuals who cannot work because they are 
children, are elderly, or have a disability.132 No 
less than two-thirds of households participating 
in SNAP include a child, an elderly person, or a 
person with a disability.133 Yet two in five eligible 
non-participants cite stigma as a reason for for- 
going SNAP benefits.134 Joel Berg of the New York 
City Coalition Against Hunger explains the  
differences in popular perception of government 
programs as follows: 

Social Security has near 100% take-up rate. There are 
a very small number of people who don’t take Social 
Security when they’re eligible for it. On the other 
hand, up to one third of eligible people don’t take 
SNAP benefits. Why is there so little uptake? SNAP 
is still seen as something that you didn’t earn. Most 
of the public confuses it with cash assistance. The 
people who get food stamps pay income tax, sales tax, 
property taxes, or more on rent so that their landlords 
can pay more in property taxes…they’re also paying 
into the system.135

Additionally, government programs are at times 
designed and implemented in ways that separate 
those receiving assistance from those who are  
not, often in stigmatizing ways. Schools operating 
the NSLP, for example, often have separate lines  
for students receiving school lunches under the 
program, making it obvious which students need 
financial assistance.136 A Santa Cruz, California-
based student described the set-up as follows: 

There was [] a separate door for [students provided 
with lunch] to go to, to receive their lunch, and they 
had to eat in the cafeteria because the school dishes 
and trays were not allowed outside. The system for free 
or reduced lunches made the students who received 
them stand out, it divided the high school.137

Stigma surrounding the NSLP has been cited as 
a reason why participation rates decline between 
elementary school and high school.138 People  
who use emergency food providers also report 
feeling separated and stigmatized because  
they cannot afford to shop in grocery stores.139 
Indeed, individuals who visit emergency food 
providers often have to wait in long lines, 
sometimes outside.140

The stigma attached to being a food aid recipient 
also actively disempowers food insecure Americans 
from participating in the political process and 
raising their concerns. This lack of empowerment 
is reflected in the fact that the current political 
system does not prioritize the needs of food 
insecure Americans: Despite the importance of 
DNAPs for millions of people, funding for these 
programs is routinely on the chopping block.

D. Threats to the U.S. Food Safety Net

“[W]hen you burn enormous holes in the 
fabric of the social safety net: people either fall 
through or cling to the remaining parts ... [they] 
don’t disappear just because we slash the pro-
grams they rely on. They still struggle to get by.”

 —  Bryce Covert, The Nation 141

At this writing, DNAPs are threatened with  
significant budget cuts and other proposed 
changes that could push millions of Americans 
into deeper crisis. In the last decade, DNAPs —  
and SNAP in particular — have increasingly pro-
vided essential support to low-income Americans. 
Federal spending on SNAP has increased nearly 
400% since 2000, reaching $78.43 billion in 2012.142 
At the same time, participation in other federal 
programs that benefit low-income Americans, 

“��I’m afraid of not having help [from food pantries]  
anymore. Sometimes people say [food pantries] 
will be over because of the crisis and so many 
people asking for food. [But] places like this are 
necessary. I need some minimum security.”
Luisa, New York City Food Pantry Customer 
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such as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF),143 has actually declined.144 The result, 
according to Joel Berg, has been to place a “greater 
burden on the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program to not only fight hunger but also to serve 
as the nation’s largest antipoverty program.”145 

Despite unprecedented levels of need, SNAP 
funding cuts are scheduled for November 2013 
and will reduce benefits by $14 billion.146 At this 
writing, the Farm Bill—which funds SNAP and 
which expired in 2012—was being renegotiated 
in Congress. Both the House and Senate versions 
of the new Farm Bill contain dramatic cuts to 
SNAP: Over a period of ten years, the Senate bill 
would cut SNAP funding by $4.1 billion,147 while 
the House bill would cut it by almost $21 billion.148 
Among other changes, the House bill seeks to limit 
categorical eligibility149 in a manner that would 
cut nearly 2 million people per year from SNAP, 
and cause an estimated 210,000 children to lose 
automatic eligibility for free school meals.150

SNAP funding is also under threat in the ongoing 
Congressional budget process. In March 2013, the 
House approved a budget resolution for FY 2014 
that would turn SNAP into a block grant, mean-
ing that, like WIC, the government would no 
longer guarantee that all eligible persons would 
receive benefits.151 Instead, the number of benefi-
ciaries would depend on the amount of money 
Congress appropriated for the program. The 
House has proposed $135 billion in cuts to SNAP, 
an almost 18% reduction, over 10 years.152

To achieve the deep cut proposed by the House, 
Congress would either have to impose stricter 
eligibility barriers that would cut 12–13 million 
individuals from the program or reduce the already 
low benefits by $50 a person.153 The same House 
budget resolution proposes huge tax cuts for the 
wealthiest Americans: Those in the top 0.1 percent 
of income (earning $3.3 million or more) would 
get an average tax cut of $1.2 million.154

WIC, too, is in a precarious position. WIC is not  
an entitlement program and has therefore not 

expanded to address growing need in recent years.155 
In addition, the program faces budget cuts that 
stand to exclude thousands of women and chil-
dren from receiving benefits. On March 1, 2013, 
automatic spending cuts went into effect after 
Congress failed to reach a deal on the debt ceiling 
limit, resulting in a cut of $333 million to WIC.156 
Experts estimated that this change would cut 
about 600,000 women and children from WIC.157 
A continuing resolution to fund the federal gov-
ernment through September 30, 2013 passed a few 
weeks later and restored $250 million to the pro-
gram, but the shortfall still threatens thousands of 
women’s and children’s access to WIC benefits.158 

* * *

As described above, public and private food 
assistance programs represent a critical but insuf-
ficient response to the problem of food insecurity 
in the United States. Food insecurity has become 
the norm for many Americans, and the extent of 
the problem is far greater than these programs can 
currently address.

Instead of addressing these gaps in assistance and 
ensuring that these vital programs are able to reach 
and better serve those who are food insecure, the 
U.S. government is proposing severe funding cuts 
and other reforms to DNAPs. These cuts threaten 
to deprive millions of families of much-needed 
benefits and exacerbate already alarming rates of 
food insecurity.

As the above discussion makes clear, the time is  
ripe for a new approach, one that prioritizes 
and empowers all people who struggle to access 
adequate and nutritious food. In short, it is time 
for the United States to embrace the human right 
to food. The next section explains what a human 
rights approach entails and how it should inform 
the government’s current response to food insecu-
rity in the United States.
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I know a lot of people look down on it, 
but I am on disability and food stamps 
now because I’m under doctor’s orders 
not to work while I undergo medical 
treatment. If I didn’t get help, we’d be 
homeless and I wouldn’t be able to feed 
my girls. I’ve always known how to  
manage my money, but now I come up 
short every month. I juggle things, like 
the light bill and putting gas into the car, 
so I can pay the essentials — rent and  
car insurance. But feeding three girls 
isn’t easy.

My food stamps are depleted after 
maybe two and a half weeks. That’s 
when our cupboards become bare and 
there isn’t anything left in the deep 
freezer. I start to worry about where our 
next meal is coming from.

The first thing my daughters do when 
they come home from school is look in 
the refrigerator and say, ‘Well, Mom, 
we don’t have this, we don’t have that.’ 
I hear those words and I feel like I’m 
not providing for my children. Where 
I live, we are only allowed to go to the 
food pantries every three months. I get 
vegetables and bread there, but not meat. 
Not having meat is difficult for my girls. 
I make sure they always have something 
to eat — many times it’s canned goods.

I know there are a lot of people worse 
off than us, and I get upset that some 
people tend to waste food and take it 
for granted. Children, if you’re listening, 
when parents cook you a nice meal, try 
to eat everything on your plate, because 
there are people out there right now who 
would love to be in your position — like 
my children and me.

Tiffany and her 
daughters in  
the living room, 
Jackson,  
Mississippi

The new face of hunger
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John outside  
of his home,  
Canton,  
Michigan

I feel bad when my mom tries to buy me 
some food and I say, ‘Mom if you’re not 
getting yourself something than I’m not 
getting anything.’ And she says, ‘Yes you 
are.’ And I say, ‘No I’m not.’ It makes me 
feel sad that my parents sometimes feed 
us kids and not themselves.

I’m ten years old, and at about my age, 
kids want to help care for their family a 
little bit more. I wish I could get a little 
paper route so I could bring home a 
check because sometimes we have a little 
bit of trouble paying the rent and get-
ting enough food.

There was a period, before we got food 
stamps, when I was so hungry that it 
hurt a little bit in my stomach and kind 
of made me out of breath. I didn’t tell 

my friends about our situation. It was a 
private thing. I got really bad grades in 
school then, and I was used to getting 
good grades. If I’m hungry in school, I 
can’t focus a lot and I don’t understand 
the lesson.

I’m glad that the school I’m in now can 
provide us breakfast because you need 
breakfast to get you going in the morn-
ing. The school gives us apple slices, 
bagels and cheese and those little fruit 
juices. When I don’t eat in the morn-
ing, it makes me drowsy, and I stare off 
in space just thinking about lunch. If I 
didn’t get school lunches, I’d be a little 
disappointed because I might not have 
enough to eat.
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My life as a senior citizen is probably 
harder than any other time in my life. 
Living on a fixed income from Social 
Security, my husband and I had to 
adjust from what we used to have to 
what we have now. We live very simply 
now — extra stuff is not to be.

My priority is to pay for meds for my 
husband and myself because we need 
them to keep alive. That leaves very little 
money to buy food. I’m not happy we 
have to give up nourishment for medi-
cine, but we have to do the best we can 
with the food we acquire. I always try to 
get things that you can use to stretch a 
meal. The problem is that the things you 
can stretch aren’t really good for me.

It’s a sad situation when you don’t have 
the money to buy fresh food to cook up 
for your meal. I recently bought a few 
tomatoes for $2.89. I just wanted some 
taste to add to the lettuce. I cut them 
up real small and used a bit at a time. 
Usually, we just don’t consume vegeta-
bles unless they are out of a can.

Whoever can help protect these pro-
grams, please do, because while we 
are just two people, I know there are a 
whole lot of other people out there who 
are also hungry.

Marilyn at her 
kitchen table, 
Wanblee Pine  
Ridge Reservation, 
South Dakota

The new face of hunger
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John in the park 
with his family,  
Baton Rouge, 
Louisiana

Until recently, my wife, my 18-month-
old daughter and I were doing just fine. 
I paid my bills and had a decent job. We 
decided to move to Baton Rouge when 
I was promised a job. I had an under-
standing with the owner: he’d pick us 
up at the Greyhound station and put 
us up in an apartment until I got a few 
paychecks tucked away. But he never 
showed up at the bus station, and so we 
became homeless.

After a few days of living on the streets, 
we got into homeless shelters. My wife 
and daughter were put in one shelter 
and I in another. During the night, my 
daughter wakes up screaming, want-
ing me. During the day, my wife and I 
worry about what we are going to feed 
her. We get snack bags from the shelter 
with things like M&Ms and Cheez-its, 
but my daughter has started to refuse to 

eat the stuff. She is losing weight, and 
I know that isn’t healthy. I can tell that 
she is hungry because she sleeps a lot. 
She grabs her teddy bear and just falls 
asleep in my lap.

We’ve looked into low-income housing  
and applied for food stamps, but it seems 
that it’s one step forward, two steps back. 
My wife and I have applied for work at 
different places, but nothing has come 
through. I am starting to think that the 
system is designed to keep you down.

It kills me to see my wife and daughter 
hungry. It didn’t take us long at all to 
get left at a bus station, but it is going 
to take a while to get back to where we 
were — happy.
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With food insecurity at a high point, a new approach 
to food is desperately needed. A human rights 
approach to food offers a way forward by shifting 
the focus from food assistance as charity to 
adequate food as a human right. Adopting a 
human rights approach to food offers the U.S. 
government a roadmap for addressing the root 
causes of food insecurity while also ensuring 
adequate food for all.

The right to food recognizes individuals as rights 
holders, not simply recipients of government or 
private assistance.160 The human rights framework 
also acknowledges that governments are duty  
bearers161 that have a responsibility to ensure that 
the right to food is progressively realized for all 
individuals under their jurisdiction.162

Under the international human rights framework, 
all people have the right to an adequate standard 
of living for themselves and their families, includ-
ing the right to adequate food.163 At minimum, 
governments must ensure the right to be free from 
hunger.164 The right to adequate food, however, 
does not simply mean that people must receive 
a “minimum ration of calories or … nutrients.”165 

Governments must also ensure that people have 
access to food that is safe and nutritious, meets 
their dietary needs, and is appropriate to their 
cultural backgrounds.166 

Specifically: 

Food must be accessible to individuals, both 
physically and economically.167 
•	 Economic accessibility means that individuals 

must be able to afford food for an adequate diet 
without having to forgo or compromise other 
basic needs, such as education, healthcare, and 
adequate housing.168 

•	 Physical accessibility means that food must be 
accessible to all people, including physically 
vulnerable persons who may struggle to go out 
to get food, such as the elderly, persons who are 
ill, or persons with disabilities, among others.169 
Access to food must also be guaranteed for 
victims of natural disasters and for people who 
live in remote areas or other areas that are far 
from grocery stores and markets.170 

Part III

The Human Right to Food:  
A New Way Forward

“�Human rights do not begin after breakfast. 
But without breakfast, few people have the 
energy to make full use of their rights.” 
Michael Posner 
Then-Assistant Secretary of State for Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, March 2011159
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Food must be adequate to satisfy an individual’s 
dietary needs and must be nutritious, safe, and 
culturally appropriate.171 

•	 Determining whether food is adequate must 
take into account each person’s dietary needs, 
based on their age, living conditions, health 
conditions, occupation, and sex, among 
others.172 Energy-dense, low-nutrient foods, 
which may contribute to obesity and other 
illnesses, are examples of inadequate food.173

Food must be available to purchase in stores or 
people must have the means to produce their 
own food.174 
As part of their obligations, governments must 
take steps to respect, protect, and fulfill the right 
to food.175 Respecting the right to food means 
refraining from enacting laws, policies, or pro-
grams that would interfere with people’s ability to 
exercise their right to food.176 Protecting the right 
to food means ensuring that third party actors 
such as corporations do not interfere with people’s 

ability to exercise their right to food.177 Fulfilling 
the right to food means actively facilitating peo-
ple’s access to adequate food by developing policies 
and programs that empower people to feed them-
selves and their families.178 In situations where 
people are unable to provide food for themselves, 
the government must implement effective social 
programs that directly provide adequate food to 
those in need.179 

Applying the human rights framework to the 
issue of food insecurity in the United States shifts 
the focus from individual or private efforts to the 
government’s responsibility to ensure that people 
are actually empowered to provide for themselves 
and their families. The rights-based approach to 
food demands accountability from duty bearers for 
failures to fulfill the obligations described above.180 

Particularly in times of economic crisis when 
governments face resource constraints and must 
manage trade-offs between various goals, the 
human rights framework signals to governments 

Eleanor Roosevelt—former First Lady of the United States and the first chair of the U.N. Commission on Human 
Rights—holding a poster of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, November 1949. (UN Photo) 
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that they must prioritize the needs of the most 
vulnerable and ensure that people’s basic needs 
and fundamental rights are fulfilled.181 Moreover, 
governments must ensure these rights in a  
non-discriminatory manner182 and must empower 
people to obtain food in ways that respect their 
dignity and autonomy.183 Governments must 
also ensure that people have the opportunity to 
participate in policy decisions that affect their right 
to food.184

Finally, the rights-based approach recognizes  
that all human rights are indivisible and inter- 
dependent, and that the failure to realize one right 
will inevitably affect the realization of others.185 
Indeed, the failure to realize the right to food has 
profound repercussions for people in many other 
areas of life, such as education, health, and produc-
tivity. As described in Part I, these consequences 
are particularly stark for children.186 

The human right to adequate food is not new,  
nor is it foreign to the United States. The right 
to food is manifested in long-standing American 
traditions that value the role of government in 
empowering and supporting individuals and fami-
lies to meet their basic social and economic needs. 
The inclusion of the right to food in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and, later, in the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (part of the “International Bill of 
Rights”) was inspired in part by President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt’s commitment to ensuring 
Americans’ “freedom from want” in the wake  
of the Great Depression.187 

The Obama administration itself has recognized 
the importance of rights-based approaches to 
achieving social and economic freedoms. In 
a prominent speech in 2011, Michael Posner, 
then-Assistant Secretary of State for Democracy, 
Human Rights, and Labor, reaffirmed the United 
States’ commitment to providing food to those 
in need and emphasized “the interdependence of 
all rights and … the need for accountability and 
transparency in their implementation, through the 
democratic participation of the people.”188 

Embracing a rights-based approach to food 
represents a renewal of important national values 
and promises to advance the United States’ com-
mitment to ensuring that the most basic needs of 
all Americans are met. Fulfilling the right to food 
also has cumulative benefits for individuals, and 
for society as a whole, particularly in the areas of 
health and education.

The following section recommends the develop-
ment of a national strategy to help fulfill the right 
to adequate food. It also provides detailed recom-
mendations for strengthening America’s existing 
food safety net.
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A. �Develop a National Strategy for Realizing the 
Right to Adequate Food

In order to fulfill the right to adequate food for  
all Americans, the U.S. government must develop 
a comprehensive national strategy to ensure that 
people have access to food that is safe and nutri-
tious, meets their dietary needs, and is appropriate 
to their cultural backgrounds.190 This national 
strategy should: 
•	 Address all aspects of the food system, includ-

ing the production, processing, marketing, 
distribution, and consumption of food; 

•	 Address issues in the areas of health, education, 
employment, and social assistance that affect 
the realization of the right to adequate food;191

•	 Be informed by a comprehensive and 
systematic identification of policies and other 
factors that contribute to food insecurity and 
undermine the realization of the right  
to adequate food;192 and 

•	 Be formulated and implemented through a 
participatory process,193 which strengthens input 
from food insecure communities, sets verifiable 
benchmarks to monitor progress toward the full 

Part IV

Recommendations

“�Food impacts the quality of life,  
which is fundamentally about justice.”
Alison Cohen
WhyHunger 189

realization of the right to adequate food,194 and 
clearly delineates the responsibilities of public 
officials at the federal, state, and local levels.195

The national strategy should seek to ensure that: 

Food is accessible to individuals, both physically 
and economically.196 
•	 Economic accessibility can be guaranteed,  

for example, by ensuring that the minimum 
wage or social assistance programs adequately 
assist people to meet the cost of nutritious food 
without having to forgo or compromise on 
other basic needs.197

·· Current social assistance levels are insuffi-
cient to ensure that low-income Americans 
can access the basic goods and services 
required for an adequate standard of living, 
including the right to food, and must be 
improved.198 Examples of social assistance 
programs include, but are not limited to, 
programs that provide housing assistance; 
jobs and education assistance; and health 
and nutrition assistance. Attention must also 
be given to tax policies, to help improve the 
availability of resources for such programs.
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·· The minimum wage should at least be 
a “living wage” that provides an income 
allowing individuals to support themselves 
and their families.199

·· The government must also take immediate 
steps to strengthen the food safety net.  
(See below for more detailed proposals in 
relation to this recommendation).200

•	 Physical accessibility must be improved for 
people living in so-called food deserts — low-
income neighborhoods where residents live far 
from retailers that offer affordable and healthy 
food.201 Access to food must also be guaranteed 
for victims of natural disaster.202

Food is adequate to satisfy an individual’s 
dietary needs and is nutritious, safe, and 
culturally appropriate.203

•	 As noted above, energy-dense, low-nutrient 
foods, which may contribute to obesity and 
other illnesses, are examples of inadequate 
food.204 The U.S. government should develop 
and advance strategies to tackle the problem 
of obesity in America, including through 
measures that improve physical and econo-
mic access to healthful food.205 (See below 
for additional proposals in relation to this 
recommendation).206

Food is available to purchase in stores or people 
have the means to produce their own food.207 
•	 Although not the focus of this briefing 

paper, the U.S. government should consider 
reforming agricultural policies to support more 
sustainable and decentralized food systems208 
and subsidize the production of nutritious  
and healthful foods.209

B. Strengthen the Food Safety Net

A national strategy is essential to ensuring a 
holistic and comprehensive approach to fulfilling 
the right to food. At the same time, the govern-
ment must take immediate steps to strengthen 

the existing food safety net. In particular, the 
government must reform DNAPs to help ensure 
that these vital programs reach all who are food 
insecure. Furthermore, it should ensure that these 
programs are operated in a manner that empowers 
beneficiaries to claim their rights with dignity.210 
To achieve these goals, the government should: 

Ensure that food insecure 
Americans can claim their rights by: 
Revising snap’s eligibility requirements 
to ensure that the program reaches all food 
insecure households.
•	 Income- and asset-based eligibility require-

ments should be expanded to ensure SNAP 
reaches all food insecure households. As 
noted above, many food insecure households 
do not meet SNAP’s financial eligibility 
requirements.211 

•	 Eligibility requirements that exclude low-income 
individuals who are otherwise financially eligible 
for SNAP should likewise be revised to ensure 
SNAP reaches all food insecure households. As 
noted above, able-bodied adults without depen-
dents and many non-citizens are automatically 
excluded or restricted in their access to SNAP 
benefits, regardless of their level of need.212 

Ensuring that snap and wic continue to 
serve all eligible persons. In particular, the 
government should: 
•	 Ensure that SNAP remains an entitlement 

program, and is not converted into a block 
grant, which would limit enrollment based 
on the amount of funding provided to states, 
instead of guaranteeing benefits to all qualify-
ing applicants.213

•	 Convert WIC from a block grant to an entitle-
ment program to ensure states do not have to 
place eligible women and children on wait lists.

·· In the interim, the government should main-
tain federal funding for WIC at a level that 
will cover all eligible persons.
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Enhancing strategies to ensure that children 
have access to nutritious meals when not  
in school.
•	 Summer can be an especially difficult time 

for children who usually rely on school meals 
programs.214 Possible strategies include: expand-
ing funding for and increasing awareness of 
existing summer nutrition programs215 and 
increasing SNAP or WIC benefits over the 
summer for families with school-age children.216 

Improve access to dnaps and 
empower beneficiaries to claim 
their rights with dignity by:
Prioritizing efforts to streamline dnap applica-
tion, certification, and verification processes.
•	 The Food Research and Action Center has 

proposed numerous measures that could be 
taken to improve the process for DNAP ben-
eficiaries, including: eliminating face-to-face 
interviews during the application stage and the 
recertification phase for targeted households; 
encouraging joint applications for government 
benefits; minimizing the need for reapplication 
by reopening denied applications when miss-
ing paperwork is subsequently provided; and 
improving direct certification processes.217 

Developing strategies to increase participation 
in school meals programs.
•	 Access to nutritious and affordable meals in 

school can have significant benefits for children’s 
health and wellbeing but increasing student 
participation in these programs has proven 
to be a challenge.218 In order to help increase 
participation, the U.S. government should: 

·· Encourage states to enact policies and 
programs that have proven successful in 
increasing participation in school meals 
programs. Possible policies include: enacting 
laws that require all schools or schools with 
a certain proportion of low-income students 
to participate in the SBP, a policy that  
has been adopted by about half of states;219 
requiring in-classroom or “grab and go” 

breakfasts;220 and funding universal  
school breakfast and lunch programs, at  
least in school districts with high rates of 
eligible children.221 

Delivering benefits in a manner that helps 
reduce stigma.
•	 The manner in which benefits are delivered 

is an important part of ensuring that DNAP 
beneficiaries can claim their rights with dignity. 
For example, the use of EBT cards (which 
operate like debit cards) for SNAP and WIC 
benefits reduces the stigma associated with 
traditional DNAP vouchers.222 As part of the 
Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act, the USDA has 
introduced a draft rule that requires state WIC 
agencies to fully transition from a voucher 
system to EBT cards by 2020.223 Additional 
progress is needed so that more vendors are 
able to accept SNAP and WIC EBT cards, 
including farmers’ markets.224

Launching a public awareness program to 
help remove stigma from dnap participation 
and illustrate the important role that these 
programs play in supporting American families.
•	 One example of such an initiative is the SNAP 

Alumni Project, a non-governmental campaign 
connected to the 2013 documentary A Place  
At the Table. Through pictures and stories of  
former SNAP recipients, the SNAP Alumni 
Project “champions successful Americans —  
citizens who once received food stamps and are 
now leaders in the arts, government, business, 
sports and education.”225

Enhance dnap benefits to help 
ensure access to adequate food by: 
Increasing snap benefits to allow beneficiaries 
to purchase sufficient and more nutritious food.
•	 The Food Research and Action Center has 

suggested that current standards for SNAP 
benefits should be studied, revised, and  
replaced to more adequately address the  
needs of recipients.226
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Expanding existing financial incentives to  
purchase healthful food.
•	 The federal Healthy Incentives Pilot Program, 

for example, gives SNAP participants $0.30  
back for every $1 spent on fruits and vegetables, 
effectively subsidizing the cost of these pur-
chases.227 The government should consider 
expanding this program or instituting similar 
initiatives across the country.

•	 Similarly, the USDA’s Fresh Fruit and Veg-
etable Program (FFVP) reimburses a limited 
number of participating elementary schools 
for fresh fruits and vegetables served to chil-
dren in school.228 Although the FFVP has been 
expanded significantly since its creation in 
2002, its reach could be broadened to include 
middle schools and high schools.229 

Continuing to monitor and improve the  
nutritional changes made to wic, the nslp,  
and the sbp.
•	 Recent nutritional changes instituted as part  

of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act are a step 
in the right direction,230 but concerns remain 

about the quality of food offered through all 
three programs, as well as the influence of 
corporate agriculture lobbies on the programs’ 
nutrition-based decisions.231 These nutrition 
reforms should therefore be closely monitored 
to ensure that WIC, the NSLP, and the SBP all 
provide adequate nutrition to beneficiaries.

Funding nutrition education programs, which 
can also play an important role in promoting 
dietary improvements.
•	 The SNAP Nutrition Education (SNAP-Ed) 

program reimburses state agencies for up 
to 50% of the cost of providing SNAP-Ed 
programs.232 Though the Healthy, Hunger- 
Free Kids Act of 2010 provided up to $375 
million in funding for SNAP-Ed in FY 2011,233 
this funding was recently reduced by more than 
$100 million for FY 2013.234 This program, as 
well as existing federal programs to promote 
nutrition education in schools235 and through 
WIC clinics,236 should be strengthened.

As this briefing paper makes clear, food insecurity 
is a widespread problem with serious and far-
reaching consequences for millions of Americans. 
Yet despite its magnitude and implications, 
addressing food insecurity has not been a political 
priority. A human rights approach suggests a new 
way forward: one that prioritizes the basic needs of  
all Americans; supports a robust social safety net; 
comprehensively tackles the root causes of food 

insecurity; and ensures the availability, accessibil-
ity, and adequacy of food for all. This approach is 
consonant with American values, including the 
U.S. government’s longstanding commitment to 
uphold human rights. Now is the time to act on 
these values and ensure that strong policies and 
programs are in place to secure the right to ade-
quate food for all.

Concluding remarks
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If my mom was still able to work, we’d 
probably be doing fine. She’s a certified 
nurse and used to have a good-paying 
job. But a C-section left her with lots of 
medical problems, and she’s not allowed 
to work. My dad lost his good-paying 
job and now works in the back at Krispy 
Kreme Donuts. I had to postpone col-
lege to help out my parents, but I’ve been 
looking for a job for six months and can’t 
find one. So we’ve become six people living 
on one income — my parents, my younger 
brother and sister, and my baby and me.

It’s hard for us, but somehow we get 
by. There are months when my parents 
ask us to choose between having the 
lights on and running water, so our 
neighbor lets us take buckets of water 
from his house. We can’t put off paying 
my mom’s medical bills, so we struggle 
to get enough to eat — especially since 

losing our food stamps the last time my 
mom was in the hospital. She couldn’t 
get the paperwork in on time and every 
time she tries to reapply, something goes 
wrong. It makes a big difference that we 
get canned food and packs of noodles 
once a month from a food pantry. That’s 
pretty much what we eat since we can’t 
afford fresh foods from the stores around 
here (they have really high prices).

I’m like the backup parent, the person 
my little brother and sister lean on most 
of the time. At home, they come to me a 
lot and say, ‘Sissy, you know, I’m hungry.’ 
So I make sure they eat breakfast and 
lunch at the school programs.

I still want to go to college and become a 
nurse. Then I’ll be able to get a good job 
and help out my parents with the bills.

Rhonda on  
her front porch, 
Zion City,  
Louisiana

The new face of hunger
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The United States is facing a food security crisis: Today, one in six Americans lives in a household that  
cannot afford adequate food. Being food insecure means living with trade-offs that no one should have to face, 
like choosing between buying food and receiving medical care or paying the bills. In order to make ends meet,  
food insecure individuals must often turn to a network of publicly or privately run food and nutrition assistance 
programs. These programs provide crucial support but fail to adequately address the needs of the 50 million 
Americans who are food insecure.

Food insecurity in the United States is not the result of a shortage of food or of resources; it is the result of poverty 
and of policies that fail to prioritize the needs of low-income Americans. Instead of addressing critical gaps in 
food assistance, the U.S. government is considering serious funding cuts to nutrition assistance programs that 
could exacerbate already alarming rates of food insecurity and push millions of Americans into deeper crisis.

Nourishing Change: Fulfilling the Right to Food in the United States argues that the U.S. government must adopt 
a new approach to the problem: one that shifts the focus from food assistance as charity to access to adequate 
food as a human right. This approach requires the U.S. government to prioritize the basic needs of all Americans; 
support a robust social safety net; comprehensively tackle the root causes of food insecurity; and ensure the 
availability, accessibility, and adequacy of food for all. 

Nourishing Change draws on IHRC’s expertise in the area of international human rights law generally and on the 
right to food in particular. This briefing paper reflects IHRC’s interviews with some of the nation’s leading food 
policy experts and anti-hunger advocates and features the personal testimonies of food pantry customers and 
food insecure individuals to illustrate both the depth and impact of the food security crisis. The briefing paper 
concludes with key policy recommendations to help fulfill the right to adequate food for all Americans. 
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