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BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION 

Mr. De Schutter is Professor of Law at the University of Louvain (UCL) and a member of the Global Law 
School Faculty at New York University. He has been teaching European Union law, international and 
european human rights law and legal theory at Paris I-Panthéon-Sorbonne, at Columbia University (2008-
2013), and at UC Berkeley (2013-2014).  He was appointed the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the 
Right to Food by the Human Rights Council in 2008, and reappointed for a second term in 2011. An expert 
on social and economic rights and on economic globalization and human rights, served between 2004 and 
2008 as a Secretary General of the International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH).  He currently serves 
as a member of the Scientific Committee of the Fundamental Rights Agency of the European Union (2013-
2018), and is a Member of the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (2015-
2018). He has published widely on governance and on economic globalization and economic, social and 
cultural rights. 

COURSE OUTLINE 

Introduction 

Unit 1: Introduction: Framing the question of global hunger  

This introduction will present the general background -- offering a diagnosis as to how to frame the issue of 
global hunger, as well as the aims of the seminar and its methodology. No preparation is required for this 
introductory class. 

Part 1: A Genealogy of Global Hunger 

Unit 2: Three approaches to combating hunger: the 'Green Revolution', market-
based policies, and the search for a synthesis  
Originating with Mexico in 1943, and spread later across Latin America and South Asia in the 1960s, the 
'Green Revolution' is a technological revolution in agriculture that is based on a package of improved (high-
yielding) plant varieties, the use of external inputs (chemical fertilizers and pesticides), mechanization and 
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irrigation. The overall objective was to raise agricultural productivity, as measured by output per surface of 
land cultivated.  

After the Green Revolution passed its peak in the 1970s, a significant change occurred in the 1980s in many 
developing countries, as a great number of developing countries were imposed structural adjustment policies 
as a means to overcome the debt crisis they were facing. These policies aimed, in general, to improve the 
macro-economic conditions in heavily indebted poor countries, and to achieve a better balance of public 
budgets. In the agricultural sector, they were also premised on the idea that the farmers henceforth should 
respond to the price signals from the market. Public interventions, like the establishment of commodity 
boards buying the crops at certain predefined prices, were seen as market distortions. Agriculture should be 
freed from state interference: the private sector, it was hoped, would take over, investing where investments 
were needed, and encouraging the production of crops that markets wanted. Trade liberalisation was 
encouraged as part of the package of measures adopted under structural adjustment programs.  

Both the Green Revolution of the 1950s and 1960s and the market-based solutions of the 1980s are 
currently being reassessed, at a time when a new "Green Revolution" is being attempted on the African 
continent. Despite the successes of the Green Revolution, the environmental and social impacts are heavily 
contested. But other critiques are directed towards the neoliberal policies of the 1980s, due to the 
consequences it had on the ability for the governments concerned to pursue agricultural development 
policies. We will discuss these critiques, and ask in particular whether trade liberalisation in agricultural 
commodities can provide a solution to the problem of global hunger, or whether the emerging alternative 
paradigm of food sovereignty can provide a viable (and perhaps more desirable) alternative. The readings 
proposed address input-intensive agriculture and trade, but they also discuss the related issues of land use, 
the environmental impacts of industrial agriculture, and the relationship between small-scale and large-scale 
production units in agriculture. They therefore also prepare the ground for later seminars. 

Readings 
• Norman Borlaug and Christopher Dowswell, The Green Revolution: An Unfinished Agenda, CFS 

Distinguished Lectures Series, 30th session of the Committee on World Food Security, 20-23 
September 2004 

• Food First Policy Brief No.12: Ten Reasons Why the Rockefeller and the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundations’ Alliance for Another Green Revolution Will Not Solve the Problems of Poverty and 
Hunger in Sub-Saharan Africa, October 2006 

• Howard Stein, ‘World Bank agricultural policies, poverty and income inequality in Sub-Saharan Africa’, 
Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society 1-12 (2010) 

• Peter Rosset, 'Food Sovereignty and Alternative Paradigms to Confront Land Grabbing and the Food 
and Climate Crises', Development, vol. 54(1) (2011), 21-30 

Unit 3: Contemporary challenges I: agricultural investment and land-grabbing  
The increased volatility of prices of agricultural commodities on international markets and the merger 
between the energy and food commodities markets have led to a sudden surge of interest in the acquisition 
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or lease of farmland in developing countries. The result is "land-grabbing": a global enclosure movement in 
which large areas of arable land change hands through deals often negotiated between host governments 
and foreign investors with little or no participation of the local communities who depend on access to land for 
their livelihoods. While recognizing that these transactions should be more closely scrutinized, some 
commentators see opportunities in this development, either because it means more investment in agriculture 
and thus productivity gains, or because it will accelerate the development of a market for land rights, which 
current land users could benefit from provided their property rights are recognized through titling schemes. 
Others however question this approach, arguing that the poorest farmers will be priced out from these 
emerging markets for land rights, and that the interests of those depending on the commons will be ignored. 
Instead, they suggest, that there are other ways to protect security of tenure: anti-eviction laws, tenancy 
statutes, and policies aiming at ensuring a more equitable access to land. 

Readings 
• Olivier De Schutter, 'How Not to Think About Land-Grabbing: Three Critiques of Large-Scale 

Investments in Farmland', Journal of Peasant Studies, vol. 38, No. 2 (2011), pages 249-279 
• See also the resolution adopted by the European Parliament on the New Alliance for Food Security 

and Nutrition in June 2016 (please focus on paragraphs 28 to 40), and see in this light the studies on 
the New Alliance and on the role of the EU in land grabbing in Africa.  

Unit 4: Contemporary challenges II: access to seeds and the right to food: 
intellectual property rights in agriculture  
In the area of seed policies, the dominant paradigm of agricultural development favors the strengthening of 
intellectual property rights in order to promote and reward innovation by the private sector, combined with the 
provision of improved seed varieties to farmers in order to help them produce higher yields. However, some 
argue that this model may leave out precisely those who need most to be supported, because they are the 
most vulnerable, living in the most difficult environments. They suggest either to restrict IP rights on plant 
varieties, or to favor the maintenance and enhancement of agrobiodiversity by rewarding the farmers for their 
own innovations, and by treating genetic resources as a public good that should be made accessible to all, 
as has been the case traditionally in farmers' seed systems. 

Readings 
• Olivier De Schutter, "The right of everyone to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and the right to 

food: from conflict to complementarity", Human Rights Quarterly, vol. 33 (2011), pp. 304-350 
• Graham Dutfield, The Role of the International Union for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants 

(UPOV), Intellectual Property Issue Paper No. 9, Quaker United Nations Office, February 2011 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2016-0247&language=EN&ring=A8-2016-0169
https://polcms.secure.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/upload/dba85cb5-de08-4cab-ba98-2e316448c201/EXPO_STU(2015)535010_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2014/534984/EXPO_STU(2014)534984_EN.pdf
http://dial.academielouvain/handle/boreal:105412
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Part 2: Reshaping the Food Systems: A Multi-level Governance 
Approach  

Unit 5: The role of cities in the transition to sustainable food systems  
In part as a result of the obstacles facing reform at national or international levels, and in part in order to 
better tap the potential of citizens-led initiatives, cities and city-regions have been taking an increasingly 
important role in the transition to sustainable food systems. What is the added value of such an approach? 
What are the obstacles? What are the conditions of success? And how does this link to the strengthening of 
food democracy? We will review some examples (including Amsterdam, Belo Horizonte, Detroit, Gent, 
Nairobi and Toronto) in order to try to answer those questions. We will discuss the potential of urban 
agriculture, and shall receive on that occasion Kristin Reynolds, the author with Nevin Cohen of Beyond the 
Kale. Urban agriculture and social justice and activism in New York City (Univ. of Georgia Press, 2016).  

Readings: 
• International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems (IPES-Food), What drives urban food 

policy: Lessons learned from five case studies (Feb. 2017) 
• M. Crivits, C. Prové, T. Block and J. Dessein, "Four Perspectives of Sustainability Applied to the Local 

Food Strategy of Ghent (Belgium); Need for a Cycle of Democratic Participation?", Sustainability, vol. 
8 (2016): 55-77 

• Article by Paula Daniels, co-founder and chair of the Center for Good Food Purchasing and also 
founder of the Los Angeles Food Policy Council: 
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/designing_a_renewable_food_system 

• Milan Urban Food Policy Pact (2015) 
• Food for Cities and International Urban Food Network (IUFN): check out their websites 

Watch: 
• MALAKAS! Using ABCD for the Design of Sustainable Cities. 40-minute documentary film (2010). 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XHuP0nR2DMo (3-minute trailer) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BEts_EhXPok (full 40-minute documentary) 

Unit 6: Towards a Declaration on the rights of peasants and other people working in 
rural areas?  
This session will examine the process towards the adoption by the UN Human Rights Council, and later 
perhaps the General Assembly, of a new Declaration on the rights of peasants and other people working in 
rural areas. Inspired by the adoption of the Declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples on 12 September 
2007, the idea was launched by the Via Campesina, a transnational network of peasant organisations, and is 
supported by Bolivia, which has taken the lead role in promoting the Declaration in the UN process. Prof. dr. 
Chr. Golay, a former collaborator of the first Special Rapporteur on the right to food Jean Ziegler (2000-
2008), and a leading actor of this process, shall discuss this process, focusing both on the substantive 

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/designing_a_renewable_food_system
http://www.milanurbanfoodpolicypact.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Milan-Urban-Food-Policy-Pact-EN.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XHuP0nR2DMo%20
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BEts_EhXPok%20
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aspects (why a declaration on the rights of peasants? what are the stakes?) and on the procedural 
dimensions (how do different countries position themselves in this discussion? what is the role of an 
organisation such as the Via Campesina in the UN process?).  

Readings 
• Christophe Golay, Negotiation of a United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Other 

People Working in Rural Areas, Academy In-Brief No. 5 (Geneva Academy of International 
Humanitarian Law and Human Rights, 2015), available at: 
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/WGPleasants/Session2/ChristopheGolay.pdf 

• Please also consult the website pages dedicated to the work of the Open-ended Working Group on 
the negotiation of the Declaration, including the latest draft text and the positions adopted by certain 
States (the fourth session was held in May 2017): 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/RuralAreas/Pages/4thSession.aspx 

Unit 7: The legal protection of the right to food: the role of courts, framework laws 
and national strategies  
This class will explore the protection of the right to food through courts, based on constitutional or legal 
provisions. It will examine the obstacles to justiciability and how courts have developed techniques to 
overcome such obstacles and hold governments accountable for their failure to take measures protecting the 
right to food. It will discuss the techniques used by courts to enforce the right to food ; the relationship 
between courts and social movements ; and the legitimacy of such judicial enforcement. It will also examine 
the role of the institutionalization of the right to food through framework laws and national strategies. Based 
on country examples, we will ask how this transforms the relationship between different branches of 
government ; between civil society and government ; and across different sectoral policies that can have an 
impact on the enjoyment of the right to food. 

Watch: 
• Smita Narula, Keynote at Vermont Food Systems Summit (2015), 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PNRdMaTaLqA 

Readings 
• 'Assessing a Decade of Right to Food Progress', Report of the Special Rapporteur on the right to food, 

Olivier De Schutter, to the 68th session of the General Assembly, UN doc. A/68/288 (7 August 2013), 
available here 

• Lauren Birchfield and Jessica Corsi, The Right to Life is the Right to Food: People's Union of Civil 
Liberties vs. Union of India and Others, published in the American University Washington College of 
Law Human Rights Brief, Spring 2010: http://www.wcl.american.edu/hrbrief/17/3corsi.pdf?rd=1) 

• Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 12: The right to food 
(1999), see http://www.srfood.org/index.php/en/right-to-food (skim) 

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/WGPleasants/Session2/ChristopheGolay.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/RuralAreas/Pages/4thSession.aspx
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PNRdMaTaLqA
http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/officialreports/20140310_finalreport_en.pdf
http://www.wcl.american.edu/hrbrief/17/3corsi.pdf?rd=1)
http://www.srfood.org/index.php/en/right-to-food
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• Voluntary Guidelines on the progressive realization of the right to adequate food in the context of 
national food security, adopted by the Council of the FAO on 23 November 2004 (skim, with a focus 
on guidelines 4, 5, 6 and 7), see http://www.srfood.org/index.php/en/right-to-food  

• Nadia Lambek, 10 Years of the Right to Adequate Food Guidelines: Progress, Obstacles and the Way 
Ahead (FIAN, 2014): read pages 1-46 

Unit 8: The reform of global governance of world food security: The Committee on 
World Food Security and a programme for change  
One of the results of the global food price crisis of 2007-2008 was the improvement of the global governance 
on food security, through the reform of the Committee on World Food Security (CFS). We will assess the 
novelty of this mode of coordination at global level, between governments, international agencies, civil 
society and the private sector. We will examine the achievements of the CFS to date, and its potential for the 
future. A particular attention will be paid to the nature of the relationships between experts, civil society and 
policy-makers ; the relationship between learning, monitoring, and coordination ; and food security as a 
global public good. 

Readings 
• Special Rapporteur on the right to food, Coordinating, Learning, Monitoring: A New Role for the 

Committee on World Food Security, 22 May 2009 
• Committee on World Food Security, Reform of the Committee on World Food Security,Doc. 

CFS:2009/2Rev. 2 (Oct. 2009), available at ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/meeting/018/k7197e.pdf. 
• Nora McKeon, Global Governance of Food Security. A Scorecard Four Years after the Eruption of the 

'Food Crisis', Heinrich-Böll Stiftung, Berlin, October 2011 
• Nora McKeon, Global Food Governance in an Era of Crisis: Lessons from the United Nations 

Committee on World Food Security, Canadian Food Studies, Vol. 2, No. 2, pp.  328-334 (2015) 
• Matheus Alves Zanella and Jessica Duncan, The UN's most inclusive body at a crossroads (22 

October 2015), at: http://foodgovernance.com/2015/10/22/the-uns-most-inclusive-body-at-a-
crossroads/ 

Part 3: The Challenges Ahead  

Unit 9: The governance of food chains: the responsibilities of commodity buyers, 
processors and retailers  
Commodity buyers today seek to respond to the requirements of their food industry clients by increasing 
vertical coordination and tightening their control over suppliers, while wholesalers and retailers seek to 
secure stability of supply either by the acquisition of production units, or, more often, by the use of explicit 
contracts (long-term arrangements with producers) or techniques such as preferred supplier lists. The 
processing industry also is rapidly consolidating, after an initial period during the 1980s and early 1990s 
during which parastatal large-scale processors were dismantled. This sector is increasingly globalised and 
dominated by large transnational corporations; even at the domestic level, it was common for private 

http://www.srfood.org/index.php/en/right-to-food
http://www.fian.org/fileadmin/media/publications/10yearGuidelines_CivilSociety_SynthesisPaper_en.pdf
http://www.fian.org/fileadmin/media/publications/10yearGuidelines_CivilSociety_SynthesisPaper_en.pdf
http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/otherdocuments/20-srrtfcontributioncfs22may2009-rev.pdf
http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/otherdocuments/20-srrtfcontributioncfs22may2009-rev.pdf
http://foodgovernance.com/2015/10/22/the-uns-most-inclusive-body-at-a-crossroads/
http://foodgovernance.com/2015/10/22/the-uns-most-inclusive-body-at-a-crossroads/
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monopolies to replace public monopolies during the privatisations of the 1980s and 1990s in the import-
export sector. The retail sector has also witnessed increased multi-nationalisation. In this process of 
expansion and consolidation, the procurement system too has been modernised. In addition to public 
standards, private standards imposed by retailers have gained increased importance: these private 
standards now include not only requirements related to food safety, but also social and environmental 
requirements included in codes of conduct. Procurement is also increasingly centralised, as the 
procurement-shed (the area from which companies source) expands from national to regional and global 
networks. Concentration in the food production and distribution chains has therefore been significantly 
increasing. The resulting market structure gives buyers considerable bargaining strength over their suppliers, 
with potentially severe implications for the welfare both of producers and consumers. This class will explore 
what can be done about this situation, for instance through private initiatives or competition law regimes. It 
will also discuss the pressure exercised on farmworkers' rights by the changing structure of the food chains, 
and which initiatives could be imagined to strengthen the fundamental rights of agricultural workers, including 
the right to a living wage. 

Readings 
• 'Agribusiness and the right to food', Report of the Special Rapporteur on the right to food presented to 

the Human Rights Council, [A/HRC/13/33], March 2010. 
• Briefing note “Addressing Concentration in Food Supply Chains. The Role of Competition Law in 

Tackling the Abuse of Buyer Power”, Briefing note by the Special Rapporteur on the right to food, 
December 2010 

• Power concentration and unfair trading practices in agricultural supply chains, report prepared by 
BASIC for Fair Trade Advocacy Office, Plateforme française du commerce équitable, and Traidcraft 
(October 2014) 

Unit 10: Speculation on agricultural commodities: the mechanisms, the impacts, 
and the cures  
There is reason to believe that a significant role was played in the 2007-2008 food price crisis by the entry 
into markets for derivatives based on food commodities of large, powerful institutional investors such as 
hedge funds, pension funds and investment banks, all of which are generally unconcerned with agricultural 
market fundamentals. Such entry was made possible because of massive deregulation in important 
commodity derivatives markets beginning in 2000 with the adoption in the United States of the Commodity 
Futures Modernization Act. Some argue that fundamental reform of the entire global financial sector is 
urgently required in order to avert another food price crisis. This is also a topic that was placed in 2011 on 
the agenda of the G20, under French presidency. This class will explore the meaning of speculation on the 
derivatives markets of agricultural commodities, and the relationships between the derivatives markets and 
the physical markets ; the ways unhealthy speculation can be tackled ; and the potential role of the 
international community in addressing the issue. 

http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/officialreports/20100305_a-hrc-13-33_agribusiness_en.pdf
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Readings 
• Food Commodities Speculation and Food Price Crises. Regulation to reduce the risks of price 

volatility. Briefing note #2 of the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to food (September 2010) 
• Foodwatch, The Hunger-Makers, October 2011 (by Harald Schumann) (read the summary and skim 

the rest) 

Want more? Optional readings: 
• Fraser et al., Food stocks and grain reserves: evaluating whether storing food creates resilient food 

systems, J Environ Stud Sci (2015) 5:445–458 

Unit 11: Food poverty in rich countries and the rising challenge of obesity 
Here, we focus on the "double burden" facing emerging countries such as Mexico, Brazil, China or India -- 
who face increasingly high rates of overweight while at the same having to cope with persistent 
undernutrition -- as well as rich countries. Obesity and overweight affect 50 per cent or more of the 
population in 19 of the 34 Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries, but 
they have become public health challenges in all regions: it is estimated that by 2030, 5.1 million people will 
die annually before the age of 60 from such diseases in poor countries, up from 3.8 million today. This is the 
result both of systemic failures (i.e., structural causes) and of individual lifestyle choices, the two closely 
intertwined. We will try to provide both a diagnosis and identify some solutions, asking which public policy 
tools are most useful and, if individual behavior is a problem, how such behavior can most effectively be 
influenced. 

Readings 
• McKinsey Global Institute, Overcoming Obesity: An Initial Economic Analysis (2014) (skim) 
• World Cancer Research Fund International and NCDAlliance, Ambitious, SMART commitments to 

address NCDs, overweight and obesity, May 2016 
• "Nudge, nudge. New tools to encourage sensible behaviour", The Economist, 15 Dec. 2012 
• Adam Oliver, "Is nudge an effective public health strategy to tackle obesity? Yes". British Medical 

Journal, vol. 342 (2011), and the retort by Geoff Rayner and Tim Lang, in the same issue of the BMJ 

Unit 12: Gender equality and food security  
Women occupy important roles in the food system, as independent food producers (whether for subsistence 
farming aiming at producing food for the household or for market-orientated farming), as livestock herders, 
as (waged) agricultural workers, as involved in the food and fish processing industry, and as sellers of food. 
In each of these roles, women face a number of obstacles linked either to legal discrimination or to social 
norms. The removal of these barriers -- gender equality, in sum -- may thus improve their contribution to the 
food systems and thus benefit food availability and bring about productivity increases. However, the 
relationship between gender equality and food security does not stop there. While poor households have 
been by definition particularly affected by higher and more volatile prices particularly since the global food 
price crises of 2008 and 2010-11, women have been impacted women in particular, due to unequal 
bargaining power within households. We will look at the responses to these challenges, particularly in the 

http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/otherdocuments/20102309_briefing_note_02_en_ok.pdf
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form of food-for-work or cash-for-work programmes, other cash transfer systems (whether conditional or not), 
food subsidies (such as the Targeted Public Distribution System in India), or school-feeding programs. We 
will examine whether such programmes have benefited women as well as men, and if not, why not. It will 
identify the importance of adopting a gender-sensitive approach to social programmes, as was done in Brazil 
or Mexico, particular for improved nutritional and educational outcomes.  

Readings: 
• 'Women's rights and the right to food', Report submitted by the Special Rapporteur on the right to food, 

Olivier De Schutter, to the 22nd session of the Human Rights Council, UN doc. A/HRC/22/50 (24 
December 2012), available here 

• Jennifer Bernstein, On Mother Earth and Earth Mothers, Breakthrough Journal, 5 July 2017: 
https://thebreakthrough.org/index.php/journal/issue-7/on-mother-earth-and-earth-mothers#foot1 

http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/officialreports/20130304_gender_en.pdf
https://thebreakthrough.org/index.php/journal/issue-7/on-mother-earth-and-earth-mothers%23foot1
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