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Malnutrition, inequity and the guarantee of the human right to adequate food 

Malnutrition in all its forms is one of the major public health problems of this day and age. Obesity, mal-
nutrition and climate change (and the effects on the health of the people and on the natural systems upon 
which we depend) are now acknowledged as a global syndemic that affects the majority of people in all 
countries around the world1. Food systems are one of the main determinants of this syndemic. They encom-
pass three fundamental components: the food chains that range from the production to the marketing of 
food, food environments and food practices2. Food environments can be defined as the physical, economic, 
political and sociocultural contexts in which each consumer relates to the food system and influences his/
her food choices and nutritional status. These are the mediators between the food system and food prac-
tices. Depending on how they are organized, they can exacerbate or alleviate social and health inequities.

Global efforts to curb the increase in obesity, which is a central element of this syndemic, have not proved 
effective. The main reasons have been: the strong opposition of the private commercial sector to the implemen-
tation of public policies that prejudice its economic interests; the lack of political ability and/or political will 
and/or leadership of the governments to implement measures directed at the determinants of this problem; 
and the ineffectiveness (or lack) of pressure from civil society to push for the implementation of policies1,3.

Brazil, a country marked by profound inequalities (social, economic, race, gender and others) and 
with a history of marked prevalence of hunger, malnutrition and other nutritional deficiencies, has also 
been recording the rapid increase in obesity among the population in all age and income brackets. In the 
last decades, the country has sought to respond to the various forms of malnutrition in a pioneering and 
comprehensive manner. Taking the guarantee of the human right to adequate food as a basic principle, in 
a growing process of acknowledgement of malnutrition and obesity as distinct expressions of food and 
nutritional insecurity, structural public policies were implemented to overcome poverty and malnutrition 
and intersectoral approaches were conducted to seek to tackle the epidemic of obesity. These initiatives were 
in the midst of the establishment of the Food and Nutrition Security System (SISAN)4, which invested in 
concerted and convergent public policies between the various sectors and also in governance mechanisms 
that included opportunities for dialogue to attempt to overcome the barriers of sectoral policies. Char-
acteristics of this process are the commitment of leaders to move forward with this agenda, the action 
of a plural civil society and the existence of possibilities of social participation and control. As a result, 
improvements in indicators of poverty, food insecurity, child malnutrition, income and race inequalities, 
and virtuous processes to tackle obesity, have gained momentum in the sphere of public policy.

A reversal in this process began in 2016 and has been intensifying ever since the presidential election 
of 2018. Public policies to guarantee rights, protect vulnerable groups, strengthen sustainable food sys-
tems and healthy food environments are losing ground or being dismantled; mechanisms of coping with 
obesity are being questioned; and social and health indicators already point to a deterioration of living 
conditions and an increase in poverty. There is an urgent need to produce evidence on this scenario and 
to maintain and enhance public policies aimed at guaranteeing the Human Right to Adequate Food and 
food and nutritional security, and at the reduction of inequalities.
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