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Abstract. This paper addresses the multifaceted issue of food insecurity, ex-
amining its key causes through a rights-based approach grounded in hu-
man rights principles. It highlights the profound impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic, climate change, wars and social inequalities on global hunger 
and severe food insecurity. The paper advocates for a rights-based approach 
to development, emphasizing the importance of empowering individuals to 
assert and exercise their rights. It aligns with the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and aims to empower broader development goals, particular-
ly the “Zero Hunger” goal among the 17 Sustainable Development Goals set 
for 2030. To ensure food security, the paper proposes the implementation of 
Social Protection (SP) measures, including cash and asset transfers, protec-
tion against livelihood risks, and enhancement of the social status of mar-
ginalized populations. A special focus is given to Adaptive Social Protection 
(ASP), an integrated approach combining SP with Climate Change Adapta-
tion (CCA) and Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR). This approach aims to reduce 

1 I had the opportunity to engage in these reflections during the academic year 
2023, at the Department of International Development at Maynooth University, 
Ireland, through the course on “Food, Nutrition and Climate Security”, led by 
Prof. Tom Campbell, to whom I will always be grateful for the invaluable lessons, 
discussions, and the thoughtful advice provided throughout the course. Fur-
thermore, I would like to thank Professor Thomas Casadei and Professor Gian-
francesco Zanetti for their constant support and for the opportunities for dia-
logue and discussion. Finally, I would like to extend special thanks to Professor 
Barbara Giovanna Bello, Professor Fernando H. Llano Alonso, Professor Attilio 
Pisanò, Professor Eleonora Anna Alexandra Dei Cas, for the time they dedicated 
to reading this article and for the invaluable suggestions they kindly provided.
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vulnerability to shocks through an integrated and holistic strategy that can 
bring significant benefits to communities most affected by food insecurity, 
according to this paper. By analyzing case studies such as the “Ipelegeng” 
program in Botswana and the “Starter Pack” program in Malawi, the paper 
demonstrates the potential effectiveness of Social Protection measures. Ul-
timately, it aims to propose actionable policies to eliminate or significantly 
reduce malnutrition, particularly in developing countries, by addressing the 
right to food as a fundamental social issue.

Keywords: food insecurity, climate change, human rights, inequality, social 
protection 

1. Introduction

Food security is a multidimensional concept that promotes human dig-
nity and well-being worldwide. As defined by the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) at the 1996 World Food Summit, food security exists 
when “all people, at all times, have physical, social, and economic access 
to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and 
food preferences for an active and healthy life”.2 This definition empha-
sizes not only the availability of food but also the accessibility, stability, 
and utilization of food resources as key dimensions of food security.

The right to food, as recognized by the United Nations, is intrinsical-
ly linked to the broader human rights framework. Jean Ziegler, former 
UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, powerfully stated that “the 
right to have regular, permanent and unrestricted access, either directly 
or by means of financial purchases, to quantitatively and qualitatively 
adequate and sufficient food corresponding to the cultural traditions of 
the people to which the consumer belongs, and which ensures a physical 
and mental, individual and collective, fulfilling and dignified life free of 
fear” (Human Rights Council 2008, § 17).

In contemporary discourse, food security is increasingly recognized as 
a complex issue that intertwines with several social, economic, and envi-

2 Full text, along with all the documents related to the Summit, is available 
here: https://www.fao.org/4/w3548e/w3548e00.htm.
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ronmental factors. Climate change, economic inequalities, and political 
instability exacerbate food insecurity, particularly in vulnerable popula-
tions (Califano 2023). Social protection policies are a key strategy for ad-
dressing food insecurity, offering mechanisms to safeguard against shocks 
and stresses that jeopardize food access. These policies, when designed 
and implemented properly, can serve as a springboard for enhancing food 
security, especially in regions particularly subject to frequent crises.

This article explores the intersection of human rights and social pro-
tection in relation to food security. By grounding the analysis in a human 
rights framework, indeed, this article aims to highlight the role of social 
protection not only as a means of providing immediate relief but also as 
a tool for addressing the underlying structural causes of food insecurity. 
At the same time, it explores how a rights-based approach can be used 
to prevent food insecurity. 

More precisely, in the first paragraph the existing link between cli-
mate change and food security will be analyzed; the second paragraph 
will observe and address the issue of food security with a rights-based 
approach; then, the study presented in the third paragraph aims to out-
line the potential of social protection, particularly adaptive social pro-
tection, in addressing food insecurity; finally, the fourth paragraph seeks 
to present concrete examples of the application of social protection for 
food security.

2. Climate change and food security: A multifaced challenge

The intricate relationship between climate change and food security pre-
sents one of the most pressing challenges of our time, with far-reaching 
implications for global health, economic stability, and social equity. This 
complex interplay manifests in a bidirectional manner: climate change 
significantly impacts food security, while the food system itself is one of 
the causes of climate change, creating a feedback loop that demands ur-
gent attention and comprehensive solutions (Mbow et al. 2019). On the one 
hand, high temperatures, rising sea levels, drought, heavy rains, and floods 
make agriculture more difficult, and further diminish harvests. On the other 
hand, global warming, along with wars and pandemic – such as, the recent 
Covid-19 pandemic – contributes to the rising of global food prices, which 
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have reached record highs in the last years (FAO et al. 2023, vi-ix). For this 
reason, climate change, extensive poverty, and pervasive conflicts are now 
merging to create the so called “endemic and widespread” risks to global 
food security (Goering 2022) and this could make higher food prices the 
‘new normal’, unless actions are taken to mitigate these threats.

Global warming profoundly influences all dimensions of food security, 
negatively impacting its four pillars: availability, that is, food production 
and its preparation for consumption through methods such as storage, 
processing, distribution, marketing, and/or trade; access, that is to say 
the capacity to reach food, encompassing the impacts of pricing; utiliza-
tion, realizing food’s potential through proper nutrition, culinary practic-
es, and health measures; and stability, that is, the continuous availability 
and access to food without disruption (Mbow et al. 2019). The reasons for 
this negative influence are many, but here it is possible to mention two 
of them: the first one is directly related to CO

2
 levels in the atmosphere, 

while the second one concerns extreme weather events. Regarding the 
first issue, high levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere are able to 
reduce the nutritional quality of food (Zhu et al. 2018) and this nutritional 
degradation poses significant challenges for global health, especially in 
regions already struggling with malnutrition (Semba et al. 2021). Concern-
ing the second issue, the increasing frequency and intensity of extreme 
weather events, such as droughts, floods, and storms, threaten the stabil-
ity of food systems by disrupting supply chains, damaging infrastructures, 
and causing sudden crop losses (Rosenzweig et al. 2021; Bezner Kerr et al. 
2022), without mentioning other consequences, such as the ability of peo-
ple to obtain and prepare food (Rao et al. 2016; FAO 2018).

Furthermore, as global temperatures rise and precipitation patterns 
shift, crop yields for major staples such as wheat, rice, and maize are pro-
jected to decline in many regions, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and 
South Asia (Rezaei 2023). These changes not only affect food availability 
but also have cascading effects on access and stability: climate-induced 
supply shocks can lead to price volatility, disproportionately affecting 
low-income populations and exacerbating existing inequalities in food 
access (Van Mejil et al. 2018).

In fact, although it must be recognized that specific attributional 
studies are constrained by the intricate, multi-causal nature of food in-
security and the absence of long-term data (Cooper et al. 2019), existing 
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indirect evidence indicates that extreme weather events may account for 
at least part of the current number of food-insecure people (FAO et al. 
2021; IPCC 2023). 

While climate change poses significant risks to food security, it is 
equally important to recognize that these two issues are inextricably 
linked in the opposite direction as well: food production is one of the 
major contributors to climate change (Califano 2023, 20), accounting 
for more than one-third of all human-generated greenhouse gas emis-
sions (United Nations 2021). These emissions stem from various sources 
within the food system, including deforestation for agricultural expan-
sion, methane from livestock and rice cultivation, nitrous oxide from 
fertilizer use, and carbon dioxide from food processing, transportation, 
and waste (FAO et al. 2023). In this regard, in particular, chemical ferti-
lizers, heavy machinery, and other petroleum-dependent farm technolo-
gies contribute significantly to greenhouse gas emissions (O’Neill et al. 
2022); the globalization of food systems has led to increased emissions 
through long-distance transportation and energy-intensive food pro-
cessing and packaging; and food waste – which occurs at various stages 
of the food supply chain, from post-harvest losses in developing coun-
tries to consumer waste in developed nations – exacerbates the climate 
impact of food systems (Bhat 2021). Additionally, the food industry ex-
acerbates the problem by destroying forests for animal feed, generating 
waste through excessive packaging, processing, refrigeration, and trans-
portation (Steier, Ramdas 2024). 

Furthermore, the intensive agricultural and farming practices adopt-
ed to meet growing global food demand often come at a significant en-
vironmental cost (Polidori, Rombaldoni 2023, 181-185). 

A new food system could be a key driver of solutions to climate change. 
People around the world are involved in struggles to defend or create 
ways of growing and sharing food that are healthier for their communities 
and for the planet. In this regard, in 2020 the European Union adopted 
the “Farm to Fork Strategy. For a fair, healthy and environmentally-friend-
ly food system”, in the broader framework of the European Green Deal 
(2019), recognizing the inseparable connections between the well-being of 
people, societies, and the planet (European Union 2020, 4).

As this complex landscape is navigated, it is clear that ensuring food 
security in the face of climate change will require not only technological 
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and agricultural innovations but also significant policy reforms and be-
havioral changes (von Braun et al. 2023).

In this context of climate uncertainty, it is unavoidable to question 
the – crucial – role of rights, in addressing food security. 

3. From right to food, to food security: A rights-based approach

In order to address the issue of food insecurity, a rights-based approach 
appears the most suitable, since it empowers individuals to participate 
in decision-making processes, addresses the root causes of poverty, 
emphasizes dignity, equality, and social justice, and considers all ac-
tors responsible for human rights (De Schutter et al. 2013). Rights-based 
approaches to development are founded on international human rights 
standards, aiming to promote and protect these rights. They enable in-
dividuals to assert and exercise their rights while fulfilling their obliga-
tions. As mentioned above, key principles of these approaches include: 
ensuring people’s right to participate in decision-making processes that 
impact their lives; identifying and addressing the underlying causes of 
poverty and hardship; recognizing the equal dignity and worth of every 
person, promoting tolerance, inclusion, non-discrimination, and social 
justice; holding all subjects engaged in development accountable for 
upholding, protecting, and fulfilling human rights, which is a collective 
responsibility (Pogge 2010; De Schutter et al. 2013). 

This is a bottom-up approach, since it is rooted in the demands and 
needs of people (Pisanò 2022), thereby empowering them to advance 
broader development goals, in this case, Goal 2: “Zero Hunger”, one of 
the 17 Sustainable development goals that should be reached by 2030. 
Particularly, within this goal it is possible to name some specific targets 
that aim to: eliminate hunger and ensure that all people, especially the 
poor and those in vulnerable situations, have access to food (target 2.1); 
eradicate every type of malnutrition (target 2.2); promote sustainable 
food production systems and adopt resilient agricultural practices that 
enhance productivity and yield, support ecosystem preservation, build 
capacity to adapt to climate change, extreme weather events, drought, 
flooding, and other disasters, and gradually improve land and soil qual-
ity (target 2.4); address and eliminate trade restrictions and distortions 
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in global agricultural markets by simultaneously removing all types of 
agricultural export subsidies and any export measures that have a simi-
lar impact (target 2.7).

More broadly, the right to food is affirmed by the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR) of 1948 too, the principal base for the rights-ba-
sed approach, which in the article 25 states: “Everyone has the right to a 
standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and 
of his family, including food […]”. Furthermore, the principle of the indi-
visibility of human rights requires the integration of the right to food and 
nutrition into other international frameworks, reinforcing, among other 
things, the connection between the right to food and different other rights, 
such as health, fair employment and salaries, access to land and resources 
for food production, and the rights of peasants (Dias et al. 2022).

 Later on, right to food was also addressed by the International Co-
venant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights – a multilateral binding 
treaty adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1966 and en-
tered into force in 1976 – which in the article 11, c.1 affirms: “The States 
Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to an 
adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequa-
te food, […] and to the continuous improvement of living conditions. 
The States Parties will take appropriate steps to ensure the realization of 
this right, recognizing to this effect the essential importance of interna-
tional cooperation based on free consent”. Nevertheless, as FIAN inter-
national3 affirmed in 2018, the human right to proper food and nutrition 
is a crucial foundation of the right to life, even though it remains one of 
the most commonly violated human rights globally. 

Indeed, the legal framework given by the 2030 Agenda, the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Econo-
mic, Social and Cultural Rights, is fundamental, since these documents 
give a vision, a pathway that States, Governments, civil society and in-
dividuals must follow, but they are not sufficient to put those rights in 
practice. To do so, there is the necessity of a legislation both at suprana-
tional and national level, in order to make some actions binding. 

3 FIAN international is a global human rights organization that advocates for 
the right to adequate food and nutrition (https://www.fian.org/en/).
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At the European level, the reference framework is composed by the 
“General Food Regulation” (2002)4 and the “European Green Deal” (2019). 
Concerning the first document, it does not focus on the right to food, but 
rather on human health and consumer interests regarding food, while 
supporting the internal market; it sets out common principles, respon-
sibilities, and procedures for effective decision-making on food and feed 
safety, supported by a robust scientific foundation. Finally, it set up a 
dedicated European authority,5 established certain procedures in the 
field of food security, and created key processes and tools for handling 
emergencies and crises, along with the rapid alert systems for food and 
feed (RASFF)6 (European Commission 2022).

The last document, instead, addresses various issues related to sus-
tainability and enhancing quality of life and, in doing so, with the goal 
of becoming the first climate-neutral continent by 2050, the European 
Commission launched the “Farm to Fork Strategy” in 2020. This dec-
ade-long plan is designed by the European Commission within the view 
of the European Green Deal, to guide the transition to a fair, healthy and 
environmentally friendly food system. More precisely, it aims to acceler-
ate the shift towards a sustainable regime, that is to say a kind of food 
system that has a neutral or positive environmental impact. Moreover, it 
aims to mitigate climate change and adapt to its effects, reverse biodi-
versity loss, and food security, nutrition, and public health by providing 
everyone with access to adequate, safe, nutritious, and sustainable food. 
Finally, it focuses on maintaining food affordability, generating fairer 
economic returns, enhancing the competitiveness of the EU food sector, 
and promoting fair trade practices (European Commission 2020).

Nationally speaking, the right to food is not expressively recognized in 
Italy (Pitto 2024). By the way, moving from the Italian Constitution, thanks 
to the open structure of article 2 – which expressively recognizes the hu-

4 Art. 50 of Regulation (EC) n° 178/2002.
5 The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA).
6 Established on the legal base constituted by the General Food Regulation, 

it aims to facilitate the exchange of information among member countries, 
enabling a rapid response by food safety authorities in the event of public heal-
th risks arising from the food chain.
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man fundamental rights –, and article number 32 – which guarantees 
health as a fundamental right and interest of the collectivity –, jointly with 
article 117 – that makes treaties and Conventions on right to food, signed 
by Italy, binding for the State itself – it can be argued that Italy does not 
lack of a legal framework about food security (Varricchio 2023). 

From a legal-philosophical perspective, given for granted the princi-
ple of indivisibility of Human Rights,7 the right to food has necessarily 
something to do with freedom. In fact, as Jeanne Hersch stated: “What 
is possible to achieve, and what the declaration demands, is that the 
pressure of vital needs (nutrition, housing, etc.) be tempered, for man 
and his loved ones, in order to increase his opportunities for freedom” 
(Hersch 2008, 78 [my translation]). This means that, in order to fulfil 
freedom which is – according to the philosopher – the real nature of hu-
man beings, the right to food must also be fulfilled.

Recognizing this legal framework is the first step for a rights-based 
approach to the right to food. Such an approach addresses not only the 
issue of food insecurity, but also that of inequality. Indeed, according to 
FAO, in 2023, while 735 million people worldwide were suffering from 
hunger and malnutrition, 570 million tons of food were lost and wast-
ed along the whole food value chain. Thus, while the issues within the 
global food systems are broad, they are also unequally distributed (Bhat 
2021). The iniquitous distribution of hunger and malnutrition is basical-
ly rooted in social, political, and economic power inequalities. 

From a gender perspective, violations of the right to appropriate food 
and nutrition are deeply intertwined with gender-based violence and 
discrimination, as well as with the foreclosure of women’s roles in the 
food system and the violation of their rights through different stages of 
their life. In this regard, Olivier De Schutter (2012, 5) pointed out: “dis-
crimination against women as food producers is not only a violation of 
their rights, it also has society-wide consequences, because of the con-
siderable productivity losses entailed”.

A rights-based approach is crucial, because it considers the promo-
tion of food security by governments as a duty, not an act of charity and 

7 In this regard, it is obligatory to recall Norberto Bobbio (1990), L’età dei diritti, 
Turin, Giulio Einaudi Editore.
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it emphasizes the necessity to render responsible actors accountable to 
those entitled to these rights: this approach to good governance, indeed, 
prioritizes the active involvement of all stakeholders in policy-making, 
insists on government transparency, and ensures that people have ac-
cess to effective remedies through an independent legal system whenev-
er their rights are not fulfilled. Furthermore, with this approach, all indi-
viduals are recognized as rights-holders, whilst recognizing themselves 
as such, being able to behave consequently (FAO 2006). More in detail, 
in order to put rights into practice, FAO pointed out five fundamental 
points: firstly, advocacy and training, in order to raise awareness and ed-
ucation on the right to food and to build the capacity of those responsi-
ble to observe their obligations; secondly, information and assessment, 
while identifying the most vulnerable people to be empowered to claim 
their rights; thirdly, legislation and accountability, since the right to 
food can be realized at the national level only if those entitled to it can 
hold those responsible accountable; fourthly, strategy and coordination, 
since who has the duty can fulfill his obligations to enable people to feed 
themselves only through effective human rights-focused policies and co-
ordinated rights-based strategies; finally, benchmarks and monitoring, 
since economic growth and development do not automatically ensure 
that everyone’s human rights are respected, protected, or fulfilled. 

Therefore, progress towards realizing the right to food must be close-
ly monitored to assess whether the outcomes and the processes leading 
to them align with a rights-based approach, and whether programs effec-
tively reach those in need (FAO 2006). 

In the light of this legal framework, many actions can be put in practice 
in order to ensure a real right to food. One of these is Social Protection.

4. Putting the rights in practice: Social Protection

Social Protection (SP) carries a range of definitions, due to the many 
themes it covers. 

According to Norton et al. (2000), “Social protection refers to the pub-
lic actions taken in response to levels of vulnerability, risk and depriva-
tion which are deemed socially unacceptable within a given polity or 
society”; Ortiz (2003) affirmed that “Social protection is defined as the 
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set of policies and programs designed to reduce poverty and vulnerabil-
ity by promoting efficient labor markets, diminishing people’s exposure 
to risks, and enhancing their capacity to protect themselves against haz-
ards and interruption/loss of income”; while according to van Ginnek-
en (1999), it is “the provision of benefits to households and individuals 
through public or collective arrangements to protect against low or de-
clining living standards”. Ferrera (1993, 64), on the other hand, refer-
ring to policies and social reforms in western democracies, discussed 
the concept of ‘welfare state’. Within this framework, he distinguished 
among three main models: firstly, the ‘residual welfare model’ (or ‘public 
assistance model’), where the state provides only limited and temporary 
interventions, in order to address individual needs, operating just when 
the market and the family systems enter into crisis; secondly, the ‘in-
dustrial achievement-performance model’ (or ‘reward model’, or ‘hand-
maiden model’), in which public welfare programs are complementary 
to the economic system, and the forms of protection are proportional 
to people’s credits and job performances; thirdly, the ‘institutional re-
distributive model’, whereby the public welfare programs are one of the 
key-institutions of the society, offering universal services, on the base of 
the individual needs, independently of the market performance. 

Using a wide conception of SP, it can be defined as all public and pri-
vate initiatives that provide income or consumption transfers to the poor, 
protect the vulnerable against livelihood risks and enhance the social sta-
tus and rights of the marginalized (Devereux, Sabates-Wheeler 2004). 

It is a broad definition, because there are several and different cat-
egories of people that need social protection, such as the chronically 
poor; those who are discriminated and isolated, like people who live with 
HIV or AIDS or refugees; the socially fragile, like people with disabilities, 
or ethnic minorities. In order to protect their livelihoods, each of these 
groups needs a different form of Social Protection, which can consist in 
social transfers, social services and social transformation (Vincent, Cull 
2012). For instance, women constitute a particular vulnerable group that 
often needs SP, because of the lack of capital, significant pay differences 
and gendered work norms, enduring the responsibility for childcare, and 
exclusion from basic services. Furthermore, women’s poverty increases 
during reproductive years when they have children and bear the respon-
sibility of socially assigned care and domestic work. However, sometimes 
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women are excluded from SP and, in order to cope with their domestic 
responsibilities, they either resign or work part time, often in insecure, 
lower paid, informal, and often ‘invisible’, sectors. The evidence shows 
that SP is able to improve gender equality, with a positive impact on 
women and children’s health, girls’ education, and women’s knowledge 
levels and empowerment within the household and community. Further-
more, SP can reduce violence against women, with positive impacts on 
child marriage too (Al-Ahmadi et al. 2024). 

Following a rights-based approach, SP is relevant, not only for its out-
comes but, first of all, because it is a Human Right; indeed, article 22 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) is entitled “Right 
of social security”, arguing that “Everyone […] has the right to social 
security and is entitled to realization, through national effort and inter-
national cooperation […]”. Moreover, the outcomes of SP coincide with 
many of the Sustainable Development Goals: no poverty, good health 
and wellbeing, gender equality,8 decent work and economic growth and 
reduced inequalities. This is the reason why, in 2016, the World Bank and 
the International Labour Organization jointly adopted the “Universal So-
cial Protection (USP) 2030 Call to Action”, urging countries, international 
partners, and institutions to intensify their efforts to achieve the global 
goal of “social protection for all”, also because there are many evidences 
that show the effective positive implications in adopting these meas-
ures, also in order to assure other Human Rights. First of all, the right 
to food: indeed, OHCR (2022) asserts that effective social assistance 
programs can alleviate chronic food insecurity and hunger; furthermore, 
the right to food and the right to Social Protection are complementary; 

8 I had the opportunity to address these issues multiple times thanks to the 
CRID – Interdepartmental Research Center on Discrimination and Vulnerabili-
ty, most recently on the occasion of the Sustainability Night, organized by the 
Department of Law of the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia on May 10, 
2024, titled “An Equitable, Inclusive, and Sustainable Society: A Sustainability 
Workshop through Playful Activities, Interactive Labs, Debates, and Screenin-
gs”, in which CRID participated with a seminar initiative titled “Gender Equality, 
Decent Work, and Education: Towards an Equitable, Inclusive, and Sustainable 
Society: Educational Profiles and European Guidelines”, https://www.crid.uni-
more.it/site/home/archivio-in-primo-piano/articolo1065069480.html.
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moreover, the realization of both is more than a moral imperative, since 
it is fundamental to achieve the main purposes of economic growth and 
human development.

To be accurate, it must be specified that there is strong evidence of the 
positive impact of SP in many areas, such as poverty reduction, food securi-
ty, diet diversity, and access to education and health services. On the other 
hand, evidence is weaker regarding certain aspects, such as newborn mor-
tality rates and the nutritional and long-term educational outcomes, relat-
ed to learning and cognitive development. However, the literature generally 
agrees on the importance and effectiveness of SP (Carter et al. 2019). 

At global level, SP programs can be implemented both by interna-
tional organizations and institutions or governments. These programs 
may be executed within a country’s borders or through collaborative ef-
forts established via multilateral or bilateral agreements.

In this regard, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) empha-
sizes the importance of SP which focuses on children, because of their 
disproportionate vulnerabilities, advocating for inclusive and integrated 
systems. Its approach extends beyond economic challenges, in order to 
include social vulnerabilities, willing to transform the lives of both chil-
dren and their families (UNICEF 2019). Similarly, the World Bank’s 2012-
2022 Social Protection and Labour Strategy (2012) focused on building 
harmonized systems to enhance resilience to shocks, reduce poverty, 
and promote equitable opportunities in low-and middle-income coun-
tries. The strategy puts in connection SP with labor markets and employ-
ment as instruments for poverty reduction.

Governments also can (and should) prioritize SP in their policies. For 
example, Australia identifies social assistance as a key component of its 
aid program, with the objective of supporting the poor and vulnerable and 
improving the efficiency of partner governments’ distribution systems. 
Likewise, the UK’s Department for International Development (DFID) 
aligns its SP initiatives with goals such as tackling extreme poverty, en-
hancing resilience, and building inclusive systems, particularly for women, 
persons with disabilities, and the most vulnerable in fragile contexts. 

Concerning the European Union, it promotes a basic level of SP, as a 
universal right, with a particular focus on children, vulnerable people in 
active working age, and old people. In this sense, the European Commis-
sion intends SP as an aid to reduce poverty and vulnerability and support 
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inclusive and sustainable development. The EU is engaged in nationally 
sustaining SP policies, and in working both with civil society, the private 
sector, and governments in its partner countries. In 2017, the Council of 
the EU adopted conclusions, highlighting the cruciality of coordinating 
sustainable development, humanitarian action, conflict prevention and 
peace-building, to address “the underlying root causes of vulnerability, 
fragility and conflict while simultaneously meeting humanitarian needs 
and strengthening resilience” (Council of the EU 2017, 2). For its part, in 
2021, the European Commission adopted a document called “The Euro-
pean Pillars of Social Rights Action Plan”, in which it presented the three 
main pillars of SP, from its view: living in dignity, by promoting health 
and insurance care (European Commission 2021, 27-30).

However, the International Labour Organization highlights significant fi-
nancial challenges in achieving universal SP coverage: in 2024, the financing 
gap for implementing SP in low-and middle-income countries is estimated 
at 3.3% of GDP annually. Bridging the gap across all low- and middle-income 
countries requires substantial government spending, representing an addi-
tional US $ 1.4 trillion per year (Cattaneo et al. 2024, 15). Therefore, promot-
ing SP requires capital investments and economic availability and this is of 
course one of the most significant limits in promoting SP.

Anyway, referring to “Social Protection” is too general. In this respect, it is 
possible to number four macro-groups, which are: social assistance, social 
insurance, social care services and labor market programs (Barrientos 2010).

Social assistance is the most common type of SP in low-and middle-in-
come countries. It often involves cash or in-kind transfers, which are fre-
quently combined with additional programs, such as training (Hidrobo et 
al. 2023). Forms of social assistance mentioned by the World Bank (2018) 
include unconditional and conditional cash transfers, non-contributory 
social pensions, school feeding programs and public works programs.

Social insurance can take various forms, but generally it can be de-
scribed as a contributory model, where the participants make regular 
payments to a scheme that will cover the costs related to the events 
linked to the course of life (Barrientos 2010). Some of them are old-age, 
survivor and disability pension, unemployment and health insurance 
and maternity/paternity benefits (UNDP 2016).

Concerning social care, it could be overlapped with the broader SP it-
self. However, UNICEF (2019) pointed out that the main feature that dis-
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tinguishes the two is awareness because providing adequate support also 
means addressing families directly to make them feel more understood. 

Finally, labour market policies and interventions provide protection 
for poor people who are able to work, with the aim of ensuring basic 
standards and rights (Barrientos 2010). 

For completeness, it is possible to distinguish further between con-
tributory or non-contributory, passive or active interventions. For the lat-
ter, often in developing countries the measures can be blended. For ex-
ample, training programmes can be joined with public works and some 
type of income support, since in those areas, the labour markets are 
characterized by informality and unemployment (Malo 2018, 3).

In the context of food security, food production can be enhanced 
through input subsidies, while crop insurance provides a safety net 
against harvest failures. Public works programs can offer short-term relief 
from unemployment by providing jobs, and simultaneously contribute 
to agricultural production over the long term. On a national scale, access 
to food can be improved through demand-side measures like food sub-
sidies and supply-side strategies such as maintaining grain reserves. At 
the household level, cash and food transfers can directly increase food 
access and support human capital development, leading to sustained 
improvements in food and nutrition security (WFP 2024).

Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler (2004) highlighted that SP is built on 
four pillars: protection, prevention, promotion and transformation. ‘Protec-
tion’ refers to traditional or informal SP mechanisms that rely on communi-
ty-based actions and social capital. These measures, deeply rooted in local 
cultural beliefs and often self-funded, play a crucial role in ensuring local se-
curity, although they typically have limited reach. The involvement of exter-
nal actors, such as the state or donors, can help to formalize and strengthen 
these systems, though they remain susceptible to erosion by colonialism 
and commodification. ‘Prevention’ encompasses western-style social secu-
rity systems, which are dependent on regular contributions from employers, 
such as unemployment insurance and occupational pensions. However, ac-
cess to these benefits is often restricted to a small portion of the popula-
tion, particularly in lower-income countries. ‘Promotion’ involves initiatives 
aimed at long-term poverty reduction, with school feeding programs serving 
as a prime example. These programs not only provide immediate nutritional 
support to children but also encourage school attendance, thereby fulfilling 
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both protective and promotive roles. Finally, transformation expands the 
scope of social protection to include interventions that address broader 
social issues, such as poverty reduction through minimum wage policies. 
Transformative SP also encompasses efforts to combat social discrimina-
tion, such as campaigns against the stigma associated with HIV/AIDS.

Against this backdrop, it seems to be appropriate to highlight a spe-
cial form of SP, that is to say the Adaptive Social Protection (ASP). 

This particular mechanism consists in an integrated approach to re-
duce the vulnerability of poor people in developing countries, using the 
potential synergy that can derive by fostering a wide integration between 
Social Protection (SP), Climate Change Adaptation (CCA) and Disaster 
Risk Reduction (DRR).

More precisely, CCA is a way of adjusting and responding to the im-
pacts of Climate Change, assuming the fact that extreme weather events 
will be more frequent in the next years, so the countries must be pre-
pared to handle the negative effects (IPCC 2022); while, DRR focuses on 
preventing new disaster risks, reducing existing ones, and managing re-
sidual risks, collectively contributing to building resilience and advanc-
ing sustainable development (UNDRR 2024) – (Bowen et al. 2020). 

Indeed, SP and DRR might not be enough to cope with the liveli-
hood’s resilience, in the longer term, if they do not deal with dependence 
on climate sensitive livelihoods (Davies et al. 2009); at the same time, 
CCA and DRR do not highlight vulnerability as a root on social causes, 
which, instead, SP is able to add. 

In this regard, according to WFP (2023), in the last ten years, 1.7 bil-
lion people have been impacted by extreme weather events and cli-
mate-related disasters such as hurricanes, cyclones, and droughts and 
these events are increasingly pushing more families into severe hunger. 
Furthermore, shocks disproportionately affect poorer households due to 
their greater exposure and vulnerability, which stems from a lack of ca-
pacity to prepare for, cope with, and adapt to these events (Hallegatte 
et al. 2016). The disaster community has responded to Climate Change 
impacts on natural risks, focusing beyond the humanitarian rescue and 
rehabilitation activities, going towards a way to prevent, or at least re-
duce, the disasters. Experience has proved that Social Protection can 
effectively contribute to poverty reduction and move people into produc-
tive livelihoods (Davies et al. 2008).
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In this context, the World Bank (2020a) affirms that “[a]daptive social 
protection helps to build the resilience of poor and vulnerable house-
holds by investing in their capacity to prepare for, cope with, and adapt 
to shocks: protecting their wellbeing and ensuring that they do not fall 
into poverty or become trapped in poverty as a result of the impacts”. 
Along the same line of thoughts, Leavy and Gorman (2012) affirmed that 
integrating SP, DRR and CCA policy or interventions should be a priority, 
in order to increase livelihoods resilience and, as a matter of fact, SP has 
already become a key policy response to risks and vulnerability in the 
agricultural sector (Dorward et al. 2007).

According to Davies et al. (2009), the focus should be on transforming 
productive livelihoods and addressing the challenges posed by chang-
ing climate conditions, rather than merely strengthening existing coping 
mechanisms. It is essential to understand the structural root causes of 
poverty within specific regions or sectors, which allows for more effective 
targeting of vulnerabilities to various shocks and stresses. This approach 
should also be grounded in a rights-based perspective, emphasizing the 
importance of equity and justice in addressing chronic poverty and cli-
mate change adaptation, alongside considerations of economic efficiency. 
Additionally, there should be more emphasis on integrating research from 
both natural and social sciences to guide the development and implemen-
tation of SP policies. Finally, SP strategies should adopt a long-term per-
spective that takes into account the evolving nature of shocks and stress-
es. Clearly, in order to do that, there is a need for cooperation between the 
three disciplines mentioned above, which is in the intrinsic nature of ASP 
itself. Having said that, what follows is desirable: a collaboration between 
national and international actors; improving the evidences about lessons 
learned, poverty impact, growth linkage and cost effectiveness; developing 
tools and resources; capacity building; funding for ASP; and last but not 
least, encouraging the dialogue among the disciplines (Davies et al. 2008).

Moreover, according to Bee et al. (2013), the approach of ASP holds 
significant promise for integrating a gender perspective, as it prioritizes 
empowering the voices of the poor over merely offering technical or envi-
ronmental solutions to climate change. ASP seeks to address and trans-
form the unequal social relations that underpin vulnerabilities, thus 
aligning with a gender transformation framework. Regarding this matter, 
Bee et al. (2013) identified three key reasons for ASP’s relevance to gen-
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der justice: its emphasis on addressing dynamic and multi-dimensional 
vulnerabilities, its adoption of a rights-based framework that highlights 
equity and justice, and its focus on transformative strategies to address 
the structural causes of vulnerability. 

For all these reasons it has been suggested that CCA, SP and DRR 
can be combined, in order to reach more efficient and positive impacts, 
underlying causes of vulnerability, and promoting adaptive capacity 
(Davies et al. 2013). 

These actions are the exemplification of a holistic approach, which 
takes into account not only the many forms that vulnerability can take, 
but also the increasingly complex context that the society is going to 
face. By addressing the root causes of these issues, this approach aims 
to tackle structural poverty and drive long-term transformations in live-
lihoods.

5. Case studies of Social Protection

While SP programs alone cannot be sufficient in achieving the broad and 
complex goal of food security, this section will present four case studies 
specifically selected because they could illustrate the way SP systems 
can be tailored to suit the food security context of different groups of 
food-insecure individuals and communities.

First and foremost, in Botswana – where a major concern has been 
unemployment – the government implemented many protection pro-
grams, leading to comprehensive social assistance provided by several 
ministers to different groups of vulnerable populations, financing the 
SP Programs from its own resources, while the government allocated a 
significant part of its GDP to this effort. 

This program showed how SP services can be delivered by multiple line 
ministries even in the absence of a national SP strategy. In particular, the 
Ministry of Local Government set up a public works scheme, “Ipelegeng” 
(literally “carry your own weight”, underlying the idea of self-sufficiency), 
providing only temporary jobs, which increase as an intervention dur-
ing drought years. A program was designed by the Department of Social 
Services, targeted to very poor people, involving cash transfer and food 
distribution and assumed to ensure a nutritionally balanced diet; the 



31

Claudia Severi
Human Rights and Social Protection.
A Springboard for Food Security

Ministry of Education operated an extended School Feeding Program; 
and finally, the Ministry of Health defined a “vulnerable group feeding 
programme”, to distribute food in clinics with malnourished children un-
der six years and pregnant and lactating women (The World Bank, BIDPA 
2013). In this sense, EuropeAid (2012) stated that it is necessary to har-
monize, rationalize, and consolidate these national SP programs with 
the numerous projects that arose in response to political and social im-
peratives. Specifically, with regard to the Ipelegeng Program, while there 
were many difficulties (mainly due to low coverage: indeed, even if the 
budget has increased, the demands have been consistently higher than 
the resources available. This has led to some lottery systems to select 
the participants and, according to some reports, some of the financed 
projects have been of rather low quality (The World Bank, BIDPA 2013), it 
may be argued that a significant number of vulnerable people have ben-
efitted from the program, as the number of people employed increased 
from 9.069 in 2005/2006 to 18.085 in 2008/2009 (Ministry of Local Gov-
ernment 2010). Most importantly, it provided a valuable safety net for 
the unemployed poor and achieved a remarkable reach among women, 
with female participation exceeding 70%, which is significant consider-
ing that women have lower labor market participation rates than men.

Another good example of the SP program is Malawi, where the food 
staple is maize and the cash crops are coffee, sugar, and tobacco. Un-
til the mid-1990s, in Malawi, smallholder farmers received subsidies on 
fertilizers and hybrid maize seeds, which allowed larger small-scale pro-
ducers to purchase these inputs. However, due to the agricultural liber-
alization process, subsidies on fertilizers and hybrid seeds were elimi-
nated by 1996 and agricultural markets were also fully liberalized. This 
had severe implications for maize production, because declining soil fer-
tility had rendered smallholders even more dependent on fertilizers and 
improved maize seed technologies to maintain yields. By 1998, chronic 
food insecurity was recognized as a result of reduced maize production 
capacity. While medium-term solutions, such as organic methods for re-
storing soil fertility and diversifying food crops, offered potential bene-
fits, they were labor-intensive and inadequate for addressing immediate 
food shortages (Levy et al. 2004).

Therefore, the government launched a program known as “Starter 
Pack” that provided each smallholder with seed and fertilizer packag-
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es free of charge, which increased the maize production by 100-150 kg 
per household, diminished the annual food gap, and stabilized the food 
prices (Levy 2005). 

Although the program failed to satisfy the expectations that had been 
set at its beginning (for instance, it did not promote significant agricul-
tural growth, because post-liberalization reforms in the mid-1990s had 
rendered the conditions in the agricultural sector increasingly less fa-
vorable for a strategy based on commercial maize farming), it met the 
objectives and goals of the limited resource constraints of smallholder 
farmers in the country. The savings from the diversion of subsidized agri-
cultural inputs enabled the productive use of higher-value crop returns, 
but in a climate of recognized enhanced resource competition and as-
sociated change in policy. The use of Starter Pack at a broad geographic 
scale demonstrated itself to be a successful strategy to improve chronic 
food insecurity: by allowing resource-poor farmers to produce their own 
food, the intervention alleviated demand pressures on the market and 
also stabilized the price of food products in the hunger season. In this re-
spect, Levy, Barahona, and Chinsinga (2004) contended that Starter Pack 
substantially improved SP and laid a good basis for economic growth 
and poverty reduction by reducing the incidence of food crises.

Another more recent case mentioned by WFP is the one of The Republic 
of Gambia, the smallest African country on the mainland with a popula-
tion of almost 2 million people, which is particularly challenged by pover-
ty and food security. Gambia is a low-income country, with a high poverty 
rate, especially in rural areas where 73.9% of the population lives below the 
poverty line, compared to 32.7% in urban areas. Additionally, male-headed 
households are more multidimensionally poor than female-headed ones. 
The economy’s dependence on rain-fed agriculture, tourism, and remittanc-
es means that it is vulnerable to disruption, while climate change poses a 
longer-term threat to agricultural productivity and the economy’s stability. 
Gambia’s per capita GDP fell by 20% between 2013 and 2016, indicating ris-
ing poverty levels. Food insecurity and nutrient malnutrition continue to be 
pressing concerns, with 10% of the population food insecure and 45% being 
vulnerable to food insecurity. Stunting prevalence at the national level is 
24.9% and can reach even higher levels in some districts. 

Food and nutrition insecurity in Gambia is largely attributed to the 
economy’s vulnerability to shocks, poor practices around land use, and 
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heavy dependence on imported food. These challenges are compound-
ed by climate change, which increases the intensity and frequency of 
climate-related shocks that threaten food production and access. Poor 
sanitation and limited access to clean water also restrict food utiliza-
tion, resulting in higher food/nutrition insecurity. As such, it is therefore 
important to note that SP is becoming an increasingly important policy 
tool in Gambia to reduce vulnerability and build resilience to food and 
nutrition insecurity in light of these challenges. This has helped promote 
collaboration between different ministries and with international organ-
izations through the National Social Protection Steering Committee 
(NSPSC), which was set up in 2012. The National Social Protection Policy 
2015-2025 (NSPP) was developed by the NSPSC to guide interventions 
in social protection related to our four pillars, protection, prevention, 
promotion, and transformation. These are: unconditional cash transfers 
(UCTs) to the poorest, expanded social insurances, public works pro-
grams, and legislative measures to prevent discrimination and abuse.

One specific example of such an SP program in Gambia is entitled 
“Maternal and Child Nutrition and Health Results Project (MCNHRP)” 
promoted by the Ministry of Health and Social Welfare (MoHSW) & Na-
tional Nutrition Agency (NaNA) and it lasted for six years from 2014 to 
2020. Launched against this backdrop, the program is one of the flagship 
projects of this framework, aiming to inject conditional cash transfers 
(CCTs) to pregnant women in the countries with the highest food inse-
curity, with the goal of improving maternal and child health outcomes. 
Also included are capacity-building efforts for health facilities as well 
as performance-based financing. With continued economic instability in 
mind, the MCNHRP was scaled up to include UCTs to help the neediest 
of households. It ranges in Gambia’s five most food-at-risk areas and, 
through community involvement, serves as a vehicle for delivery. Despite 
these initiatives, barriers persist, including inadequate antenatal care 
attendance in pregnant women to optimize the impact of the program. 
The need for social protection programs will remain paramount as Gam-
bia faces ongoing challenges around poverty, food security, and climate 
change (World Bank 2020b).

As for Brazil, it is another good case in this regard: for many years, in-
deed, it had structural problems of inequality and poverty, extreme lev-
els of hunger, especially in the favelas, the slums surrounding large cities 
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like São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. In particular, in the period from 1995 
to 2003, the World Bank reported the number of people living under the 
international poverty line in Brazil to be about 11% of the welfare popu-
lation. In the 1980s, Brazil was the world’s second most unequal country 
when it came to income, and failed social safety nets left low-income 
groups poorly protected. For many poorer Brazilian people in the short 
run, economic needs were permanent barriers to their capacity to escape 
poverty in the long run, resulting in cycles of poverty that span gener-
ations. These interventions were not fully realized, however, as low-in-
come Godavari children were unable to avail of education and young 
mothers were unable to access needed health services, resulting in poor 
maternal and child health overall. The prevalence of chronic illnesses 
like diabetes and high child mortality rates added significant financial 
strain to already vulnerable low-income families. 

Given this socio-economic backdrop, the Brazilian federal govern-
ment, through President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, launched the Programa 
Bolsa Família (PBF) in October 2003. On 20 July 2004, Brazil implemented 
a nationwide conditional cash transfer (CCT) program that consisted of 
local management under a federal framework where it combined four 
existing initiatives (Bolsa Escola, Bolsa Alimentação, Cartão Alimen-
tação, and Auxílio-Gás) and the so-called “Programa de Erradicação do 
Trabalho Infantil”, a Child Labor Eradication Program, in 2006. The PBF 
sought to improve the effectiveness and coherence of Brazil’s social safe-
ty net and to scale-up support toward universal coverage for the poorest 
populations of the country. 

Bolsa Família aimed to: firstly, reduce poverty and inequality by en-
suring a minimum income for extremely poor families; secondly, break 
the cycle of poverty through conditional cash transfers that required fam-
ilies to meet certain responsibilities, such as ensuring children’s school 
attendance and accessing healthcare services (this approach sought to 
promote investments in human capital); thirdly, empower beneficiaries 
by linking them to complementary services, including employment train-
ing and social assistance programs. 

Although some debates persist around the program’s effects on 
health and educational achievements, given that critics argue that the 
program does not directly address the quality of public services, which is 
still a different conversation from the CCT one, Bolsa Família is a refer-
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ence worldwide: it reached annual 11.1 million families (over 46 million 
individuals) which makes it the largest CCT initiative in the world. Across 
access and reach, poverty and inequality reduction, hunger alleviation, 
and health and education outcomes, the program has shown significant 
success. Between 2003 and 2015, the proportion of Brazilians living be-
low the international poverty line decreased from 13% to 3% (7 million), 
highlighting the program’s significant role in poverty and inequality re-
duction in Brazil (Ćirković 2019).

6. Conclusions

Concluding, strengthening food security in the context of increasing 
global challenges requires a multidimensional strategy that integrates 
human rights principles with effective SP systems. The right to food, as 
codified in international human rights law, must be at the core of these 
efforts. When designed with a rights-based approach, SP policies can be 
both immediate and long-term solutions to food insecurity, addressing 
not only the symptoms of vulnerability, but also the root of its causes.

The analysis presented in this article calls for the importance of view-
ing food security through a human rights lens. SP instruments, such as 
input subsidies, crop insurance, public works programs, and cash trans-
fers, play a crucial role in enhancing food access, promoting agricultural 
production, and supporting human capital development. If adequately 
implemented, these measures can help mitigate the impacts of shocks, 
stabilize food availability, and ultimately contribute to a more resilient 
and food-secure world. 

Particularly, the case studies presented in the fourth paragraph have 
the aim to demonstrate that SP systems, albeit imperfect, are extremely 
useful as a springboard out of poverty. In Botswana, the Ipelegeng pro-
gram provided temporary employment during drought years and offered 
safety nets for vulnerable groups, achieving high female participation, 
despite limited resources. Malawi’s Starter Pack program helped small-
holder farmers improve maize production through free distribution of 
seeds and fertilizers, stabilizing food prices and mitigating food crises. 
In Gambia, the Maternal and Child Nutrition and Health Results Project 
(MCNHRP) provided conditional cash transfers to pregnant women in 
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food-insecure regions, improving maternal and child health outcomes. 
Finally, Brazil’s Bolsa Família program significantly reduced poverty and 
inequality by combining conditional cash transfers with access to edu-
cation and healthcare. In this respect, if a brief comparison with western 
countries wants to be done, SP assumes a different shade: in Europe, for 
instance, the High-Level Group on the future of social protection and 
of the welfare state in the EU looks at the SP issue through the lens 
of welfare, focusing on building a new concept of social justice (which 
goes beyond fair compensation). For instance, looking at the new soci-
ety’s structure – characterized by more diverse working and family lives, 
higher migration rates and accelerated population aging –, they empha-
size the role of the employment and labor market, aiming to help peo-
ple of working age through more care services and support for work-life 
balance. Indeed, they argue that the welfare provision should not focus 
merely on material impacts, but also on “fostering people’s capability 
to fulfil personal aspirations” (High-Level Group on the future of social 
protection and of the welfare state in the EU 2023, 81).

Of course, these programs do not represent an endpoint, but rather 
a starting point, from which poor people can try to empower themselves 
and improve their lives.

In any case, the success of SP interventions in achieving food security 
depends on several factors, including political will, institutional capaci-
ty, and the ability to target the most vulnerable populations. For this rea-
son, it is essential that SP programs are designed to be inclusive, equi-
table, and adaptable to changing circumstances. Moreover, a long-term 
perspective is necessary to address the dynamic nature of food insecuri-
ty, particularly in the context of climate change and economic instability. 

In this context, climate change represents a great challenge to glob-
al food security, exacerbating vulnerabilities and intensifying the risks 
to populations already in a critical situation. The increasing frequency 
and severity of extreme weather events, such as droughts, floods, and 
hurricanes, disrupt food production and supply chains, leading to spikes 
in food prices and diminished access to essential resources. Social pro-
tection measures must therefore be designed to not only provide imme-
diate relief but also to build resilience against the long-term impacts of 
climate change. This includes supporting sustainable agricultural prac-
tices, promoting climate-resilient livelihoods, and ensuring that social 
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protection systems are flexible enough to respond to the evolving nature 
of climate-related shocks. At the same time, through the lens of human 
rights, the issue of climate change must be addressed in an optic of 
prevention, recognizing that a stable and safe climate is a fundamental 
human right. Therefore, States, governments, private sector and civil so-
ciety must collaborate in order to prevent the effects of climate change, 
by tackling the root causes of global warming. 

Moving forward, there is a need for continued research and dialogue 
on the linkages between social protection, human rights, food securi-
ty, and climate change. Policymakers, practitioners, and scholars must 
work together to develop and implement strategies that not only pro-
vide immediate relief but also empower individuals and communities to 
build resilience in the face of environmental challenges. Additionally, it 
is crucial to educate communities on behaviors and practices that can 
help prevent certain effects of climate change, fostering awareness and 
proactive actions to mitigate its impacts and combat global warming. 
By putting human rights at the heart of food security and by tackling the 
climate crisis, we can take a step toward a world where every person, 
everywhere has the right to a life free from hunger and malnutrition, not 
least in the context of a changing climate and a changing world.
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