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The right to food: between declaration and reality 
 

 

Probably the most absurd and well-known fact about food waste is the structural nature of the 

problem. Indeed, food waste is a huge and under-recognised environmental problem that 

contributes more to the greenhouse effect than all global air traffic combined, and according to often 

quoted estimates, almost ⅓ of all food produced is wasted (around 2.5 billion tonnes per year), while 

at the same time people around the world do not have access to sufficient quantities or quality of 

food. It is (again) estimated that around 735 million people in the world suffer from hunger. Article 

11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) of 1966 states that 

everyone has the right to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including 

adequate food, clothing and housing. The parties to the Covenant (the Covenant has been signed by 

173 countries around the world, and Croatia has been a signatory since 1992, following the 

ratification of the signature of former SFRY) recognise the fundamental right of everyone to be free 

from hunger and take the necessary measures to ensure this right, including to ensure a fair and 

equitable distribution of the world's food supply. This article is the basis for many contemporary legal 

and ethical arguments in favour of recognising the right to food as a universal human right, including 

the views of Professor Nebojša Zelić, which he expresses in the chapter of the book Food and 

Community. The right to food must not just be an abstract concept. At a time when it is technically 

and logistically possible to feed the whole world, it is ethically and politically untenable to let people 

go hungry because of poverty, marginalisation or systemic injustice. The right to access to food – and 

high-quality food at that – must be guaranteed for all people without exception. Because, as Zelić 

concludes, if we don't have the right to food, we can't talk about other rights either. 

 

If we look back at the domestic reality for a moment, we can probably rightly conclude that poverty 

in Croatia rarely really means starvation for anyone, and this whole discussion may seem overly 

dramatic. After all, does anyone really believe that little Croatia should be thinking about sending 

food to the poorest or war-torn parts of the world? Perhaps not, but why not? The photos of starving 

children that are flooding the media these days, for example, might lead someone to conclude that 

we are not big, but we can make some contribution, just as was done in our country when it was 

necessary (I don't mean just the Homeland War, but also disasters like those in Gunja, Sisak and 

Petrinja). But even beyond the dramatic situations and drastic measures, more can be done, because 

as mentioned before, the right to food does not only mean protection from literal starvation, but also 

refers to access to quality food for socially affected groups. In this regard, civil society organisations 

(social supermarkets and other charities), a few companies (which donate food) and the state (mainly 

through some up-and-coming individuals in the Ministry of Agriculture) are already making efforts to 
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further develop the food donation system. We have come a long way since the citizens' initiative 

"Exempt food donations from VAT" achieved its title goal in 2015 with a well-organised and elaborate 

campaign. However, anyone familiar with the system knows that more can be done in the future. 

After the president of the AZTN declared that a retail chain fined for dumping would not have been 

punished if it had donated milk to pensioners instead of selling it below cost, we are probably 

approaching the time when Croatia will ban supermarkets from throwing away food without first 

trying to donate it to charitable organisations, following the example of the successful pioneering law 

passed in France in 2016. And then the awareness that donating is better than throwing away should 

slowly penetrate more deeply into all pores of the food production and distribution chains. And not 

only when donation is possible without effort or cost, but also when it is not. After all, everything we 

do in life that is worthwhile requires effort and money, so why not when it comes to donating food? 


