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Structural Racialization and Food Insecurity in the United States

and improve overall conditions for these impacted 
communities.

Access to adequate food is a broader 
concept that includes the right of a person or com-
munity to purchase or produce his or her own food. 
For an individual or community to produce their 
own food, they need access to land, seeds, water, 
and other resources; and to purchase healthy food, 
one needs both financial resources and accessibility, 
i.e. transportation and/or close proximity to where 
healthy food is produced or sold.

The United Nations’ Economic and So-
cial Council, in their general comment, defines ac-
cess to healthy food as a rights issue: “[t]he right to 
adequate food is realized when every man, woman 
and child, alone or in community with others, has 
physical and economic access at all times to ade-
quate food or means for its procurement,”3 and Ar-
ticle 1 in the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights emphasizes that it is “the right of all 
people to freely determine their political status and 
freely pursue their economic, social and cultural de-
velopment.” In addition, the elimination of hunger 
and malnutrition has been recognized in many in-
ternational covenants and declarations such as the 
Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1948), the 
Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1959), the 
3  U.N. Economic and Social Council. Committee on Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights, 20th Session: General Comment 12 on the Right to Adequate 
Food, Article 11. (E/C.12/1999/5) 12 May 1999. Available at: <http://www.
unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/0/3d02758c707031d58025677f003b73b9>. 

As a signatory to the United Nations’ 
treaty on the International Covenant on Civil and Po-
litical Rights (ICCPR),1 the United States is obligated 
to declare and pursue a set of policies that would 
eliminate all public and private practices that are 
rooted in any form of racial and ethnic discrimina-
tion in order to guarantee that all citizens have eq-
uitable access to their civil and political rights. The 
United States government’s fourth periodic report of 
20112 (hereinafter the Report) celebrates the election 
of President Barack Obama as the first Black/African 
American President, as one of the steps forward to 
eliminate all forms of racial discrimination. However, 
the Report has failed to examine the outcomes of 
racialized policies that have led to food insecurity 
among low-income households and people of col-
or. These outcomes include inadequate distribution 
of healthy and nutritious food and food deserts in 
the U.S., which disproportionately impact the health 
and well being of many communities of color. Fur-
thermore, the Report failed to mention or reference 
any particular policies and remedies that the U.S. 
government must undertake to ensure the right and 
access to adequate food. Accordingly, the federal 
government and legislative authorities have an obli-
gation to address these racial and ethnic disparities 
1  The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) adopted by 
the United Nations General Assembly on December 16, 1966, and put into 
force on March 23, 1976. The United States signed the Covenant on October 
5, 1977, and the U.S. Senate ratified it on June 8, 1992.
2  U.S. Department of State: Fourth Periodic Report of the United States of 
America to the United Nations Human Rights Committee, December 2011, 
available at <http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/179781.htm>.
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Universal Declaration on the Eradication of Hunger 
and Malnutrition (1974), the Declaration on the Pro-
tection of Women and Children in Emergency and 
Armed Conflicts (1974), the Declaration of Principles 
of the World Conference on Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (1979), the International Confer-
ence on Nutrition (ICN), the World Declaration on 
Nutrition (1992), and many other international con-
ferences that emphasized the right to food.4

Food insecurity in the U.S. has reached 
a record high, affecting many low-income people, 
particularly people of color. The 2012 report by the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) revealed that                                                                                                                                           
“[i]n 2011, 85.1 percent of U.S. households were 
food secure throughout the year. The remaining 
14.9 percent (17.9 million households [over 50 mil-
lion persons]) were food insecure.”5 The USDA report 

also found that “[f]or households with incomes near 
or below the poverty line, households with children 
headed by single women or single men, and Black 
and Hispanic households, rates of food insecurity 
were substantially higher than the national average. 
Food insecurity was more common in large cities 
and rural areas than in suburban areas and other 
outlying areas around large cities.” Furthermore, 
food insecurity and food deserts are prevalent in ar-
eas where other racialized policy outcomes are vis-
ible, such as areas impacted by home foreclosures, 
lack of funding for public schools, lack of adequate 
public transportation, and high levels of health dis-
parities.

4  Such as the World Employment Conference (1976), the World Food 
Programme (1977), the Codex Alimentarius Commission of the Code of Eth-
ics for International Trade (1979), and the Plan of Action of the World Food 
Summit (1996). 
5  USDA, Coleman-Jensen, Alisha, Mark Nord, Margaret Andrews, and Steven 
Carlson. Household Food Security in the United States in 2011; ERR-141, U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, September 2012.

The United States government has re-
sponded to food insecurity in terms of government 
and private assistance, and charity programs, such 
as the Domestic Nutrition Assistance Programs 
(DNAPs), the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP), the Special Supplement Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), 
and food pantries and emergency kitchens. Despite 
having these programs, the federal government still 
fails to recognize access to adequate food as a hu-
man rights issue. Therefore, the failure of U.S. law to 
approach food insecurity as a fundamental human 
rights issue has hindered federal and state capacity 
to be consistent with the requirements of the ICCPR 
treaty obligations.6 U.S. law and federal government 
policies should strive to guarantee that all individuals 
and communities are free from want in terms of their 
food security. Otherwise, the U.S. constitutional and 
statutory law is at risk of regressing further.

THE CONTEXT
Currently in the United States, racial in-

equalities and disparities stem from structural racial-
ization. While structural racialization does not require 
racist actors, its outcomes generate and perpetuate 
preexisting racial and ethnic inequalities. Structural 
racialization is a “set of practices, cultural norms, 
and institutional arrangements that are both reflec-
tive of and simultaneously help to create and main-
tain racialized outcomes in society.”7 As such, under-
standing that access to adequate life opportunities 
– including the right to food – requires a more holis-
tic approach to policy-making and implementation 
from the U.S. government. In order to eliminate all 
forms of racial and ethnic discrimination, which stem 
from structural racialization, the federal government 
and legislative authorities need to guarantee equi-
table access to education, transportation, housing, 
employment, and health care to all citizens and resi-
dents. Furthermore, to eliminate such structural bar-
riers in the United States, one needs to analyze how 
public and private institutions are structured and how 
government programs are administered and oper-
ated to reproduce racialized outcomes that harm 
6  Fourth Periodic Report of the United States of America, December 2011.
7  powell, a. john: Post-Racialism or Targeted Universalism? Denver Univer-
sity Law Review, Vol. 86 (2009).

FOOD INSECURITY

Access to adequate food is a broader concept that 
includes the right of a person or community to pur-
chase or produce his or her own food. For an indi-
vidual or a community to produce their own food 
they need access to land, seeds, water, and other 
resources; and to purchase healthy food, one needs 
both financial resources and accessibility i.e. trans-
portation and or close proximity to where healthy 

food is produced or sold.
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marginalized communities. Since the production of 
racial inequality in American society is less a prod-
uct of individual racial animus or maliciously moti-

vated private or public actors than structural forces, 
the federal government and its legislative authority 
need to employ systemic and targeted intervention 
programs to eliminate racial and ethnic inequalities.

Causes of Food Insecurity and Food Deserts

Under statutory framework, the Report 
correctly emphasized that, “[t]he federal government 
is actively engaged in the enforcement of such stat-
utes against discrimination in the areas of employ-
ment, housing and housing finance, access to public 
accommodations, and education.”8 Yet the Report 
failed to mention that the policy-making authority, 
at the local, state and/or federal level, is highly frag-
mented. This fragmentation has harmful implications 
on racial and ethnic equity in American society today. 
For example, racialized outcomes that stem from 
other domains, i.e. housing, education, transporta-
tion, and income inequality, severely impact acces-
sibility to healthy food, and increase food insecurity 
within many communities of color. Well-intentioned 
policy programs, such as the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act of 2009, can work against actors 
in other domains (i.e. worsening neighborhood con-
ditions and transportation, and increasing the wealth 
gap) to reproduce structural inequality to access-
ing fresh and nutritious food at affordable prices for 
communities of color. Furthermore, food insecurity in 
the U.S. is not a result of food shortages; rather, it is 
a result of persistent structural and racial inequalities 

8  Fourth Periodic Report of the United States of America, December 2011, 
see paragraph 42.

that continue to limit communities of color to ac-
cess better socio-economic opportunities. As racial 
and economic inequality remains endemic to most 
metropolitan regions in the U.S., it is exacerbated by 
the lack of coordination between local, state, and 
federal authorities. These racial and economic in-
equalities are built on preexisting racialized inequali-
ties, including segregation and social isolation of 
many neighborhoods. As such, essential services, 
including access to fresh and healthy food, require 
adequate infrastructure that enable access to public 
transportation, public safety services, and nutrition 
education programs in K-12 public schools.

While the ICCPR calls for the adapta-
tion of special measures by signatory states to en-
sure the right of all people to pursue their economic, 
social and cultural development,9 the U.S. govern-
ment has attempted to rationalize policies that have 
reproduced racialized outcomes and cite the exist-
ing inequality as resulting from conditions beyond 
its control. For example, the Report cites the Afford-
able Care Act, signed into law by President Obama 
on March 23, 2010, as a statutory framework that 
“extend[s] the application of existing federal civil 
rights laws prohibiting discrimination on the basis of 
race, color, national origin, sex, disability, and age 
to any health program or activity receiving federal 

financial assistance, including credits, subsidies, or 
contracts of insurance; any health program or ac-
tivity administrated by an executive agency; or any 
entity established under Title I of the Affordable Care 
Act.”10 However, the Report failed to mention racial 
and ethnic disparities that persist with respect to food 
insecurity and food deserts. For example, the per-
centage of African Americans/Blacks and Latinos 
who face food insecurity in 2011 was 25.1% and 

9  Article 1 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights ICCPR 
(1966) 
10  Id. see paragraph 44. 

STRUCTURAL RACIALIZATION

Structural racialization is a “set of practices, cultural 
norms, and institutional arrangements that are both 
reflective of and simultaneously help to create and 

maintain racialized outcomes in society.”

To eliminate structural racialization in the United 
States, one needs to analyze the ways that public 
and private institutions are structured and how gov-
ernment programs are administered and operate to 
reproduce racialized outcomes that harm marginal-

ized communities.

FOOD DESERTS

Food deserts are areas, often in urban neighbor-
hoods, that are void of fresh and healthy foods and 
where access to fresh and healthy foods is limited. 
More than 23.5 million Americans, including 6.5 
million children live in low-income urban and rural 
neighborhoods that are more than one mile from 

the supermarket.
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26.2%, respectively, while the same statistic for the 
Caucasian/White population was approximately 
13% during the same period.   

While the Report recognized that health 
disparities exist among White and non-White racial 
and ethnic minority populations, it failed to recog-
nize that access to healthy food is a fundamental 
aspect of well being for the whole society. The Re-
port cites11 the Health and Human Services Action 
Plan to Reduce Racial and Ethnic Health Disparities 
(USDHHS)12 as a strategy to end health disparities 
and achieve health equity. The HHS action plan 
suggests that to address heart attacks, cancer and 
strokes, there is a need to address a “broad range 
of risk factors and conditions including poor nutrition 
and physical activities, tobacco use, and others.”13 
However, the HHS action plan avoids addressing 
food insecurity and food deserts as major contribu-
tors to poor health among racial and ethnic minority 
populations. As such, neither the HHS action plan 
nor the Report provide any set of federal or state poli-
cies to eliminate food insecurity and food deserts that 
impact mostly marginalized communities in the U.S.

Structural Inequality and Food Insecurity

It is now widely recognized that access to 
healthy and nutritious food is a human rights issue.14  
The right to food requires governments to take ac-
tion at the national level to build and ensure condi-
tions that would allow all people at all times to feed 
themselves and access nutritious food for their well 
being. This includes easing the financial burden and 
creating the means to access adequate and healthy 
food. Access to adequate food is not only a choice; it 
is a right that depends on strong and inclusive social, 

11  Fourth Periodic Report of the United States of America, December 2011, 
see paragraph 498. 
12  USDHHS, A Nation Free of Disparities in Health and Health Care 2011, 
available at <http://minorityhealth.hhs.gov/npa/files/Plans/HHS/HHS_Plan_
complete.pdf>.
13  USDHHS, A Nation Free of Disparities in Health and Health Care 2011, 
available at <http://minorityhealth.hhs.gov/npa/files/Plans/HHS/HHS_Plan_
complete.pdf>.
14  The right to adequate food as a human right was first formally recog-
nized by the United Nations in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR) under Article 25 in 1948. In 1999, the right to food was interpreted 
by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) in the 
General Comment 12 establishing that “The right to adequate food is real-
ized when every man, woman and child, alone or in community with others, 
has the physical and economic access at all times to adequate food or means 
for its procurement.” Also The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (Art. 12(2)), and The Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Art. 25(f) and 28(1)) recognize the right to 
food as human rights.

economic, legal and political structures. In that con-
text, access to adequate and nutritious food shall be 
approached as a human rights issue and not simply 
viewed as an issue that can be addressed by a sys-
tem of assistance or charity. Moreover, access to safe 
and healthy food also reflects the wider racial, ethnic 
and class disparities in the U.S. that are caused by 
structural inequality in health, social, economic, and 
political domains.

The American Human Development Re-
port 2013-201415 (AHDR) states that the well being 
of individuals and communities depends on the fol-
lowing: human development; access to knowledge; 
a decent standard of living; and a long and healthy 
life. In three of these four indicators, people of color, 
with the exception of the long and healthy life fac-
tor, are placed behind the White population in the 
U.S. Similarly, in terms of longevity and earnings, 
the AHDR reveals that there has been extraordinarily 
uneven progress, and some setback, over the last 
decade with respect to minority populations versus 
White populations.16 Furthermore, the lack of eco-
nomic resources and physical access to healthy food 
forces people to make unrealistic “trade-offs between 
purchasing low-cost, poor quality food and higher-
cost, healthful foods” that also “can make people 
vulnerable to both food insecurity and obesity.”17

Income Inequality and Food Insecurity

As food insecurity has gotten worse since 
the financial crisis of 2008, most Americans who live 
below the poverty line have experienced mounting 
challenges to adequately secure food in their house-
holds. Among those living below the poverty line, 
communities of color make up the majority,18 with 
Native Americans holding the highest poverty rate 
at 29.5%.19 For example, the household wealth of 
White Americans, which is different from household 

15  AHDR: The Measure of America, 2013-2014.
16  United States Department of Agriculture, 2011: Key Statistics and Graph-
ics.
17  IHRC, Nourishing Change: Fulfilling the Right to Food in the United 
States. NYU School of Law International Human Rights Clinic (2013).
18  National Poverty Center, University of Michigan (2010): Poverty in the 
United States, available at <http://www.npc.umich.edu/poverty/>.
19  USDC. US Census Bureau 2011, American FactFinder – Results, avail-
able at <http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/searchresults.
xhtml?refresh=t>.
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income,20 is 20 times that of Black households and 
18 times that of Latino households.21

As a nation, the per capita income is such 
that Americans spend 6.6% of their disposable in-
come on food and 1.9% of their disposable income 

on alcohol, beverages, and tobacco.22 Yet, statistics 
for 2011 showed that over 50 million Americans 
lived in food insecure households.23 In today’s Amer-
ican society, access to healthy food requires access 
to, among other things, a decent income, knowledge 
of healthy and nutritious food, and a health care sys-
tem that educates its constituency about the impact 
of unhealthy food on physical and mental health. For 
individuals and communities to access healthy food, 
inherited racial inequality that hinders most minority 
populations must be taken into consideration when 
drafting policy remedies to food insecurity. For ex-
ample, it is not enough to have a decent income to 
avoid food deserts, but one must also have access 
to knowledge and know where healthy food is pro-
duced and sold. 

Although the Obama administration has 
recognized that the rights-based approach is the best 
way to achieve optimal results when implementing 
public policy,24 the U.S. government has nonetheless 
20  “Household net worth or wealth is an important defining factor of eco-
nomic well being in the United States. In times of economic hardship, such 
as unemployment, illness, or divorce, a person’s or household’s financial 
assets [savings accounts, stocks and mutual funds, interest-earning assets, 
real estate, etc.] are an additional source of income to help pay expenses 
and bills. Household income is the combined gross income of all members of 
a household who are 15 years or older” and does not include financial assets 
“United States Census Bureau 2013.” About Wealth and Asset Ownership. 
Available at <http://www.census.gov/people/wealth/about/>
21  Pew Researcher Center, Wealth Gaps Rise to Record Highs Between 
Whites, Blacks and Hispanics, 2011, (available at http://www.pewsocial-
trends.org/files/2011/07/SDT-Wealth-Report_7-26-11_FINAL.pdf).
22  USDA, Economic Research Service Food Expenditure Series, 2012, avail-
able at <http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-expenditures.aspx#.
UiEgl2TTWGQ>.
23  IIHRC, Nourishing Change: Fulfilling the Right to Food in the United 
States. NYU School of Law International Human Rights Clinic (2013).
24  See the Fourth Periodic Report of the United States of America to the 
United Nations Human Rights Committee under: Statutory Framework: 

failed to act seriously on recognizing and addressing 
issues around the right to food. Since contemporary 
public policies have been shaped by structural ra-
cialization, many current practices, whether inten-
tionally or not, have reproduced uneven distribution 
of opportunities and resources. For example, access 
to employment opportunities requires academic 
achievement, and in turn, academic performance 
requires that students have access to healthy food.25 
When racial and ethnic minority populations lack ac-
cess to adequate and healthy food, this means that 
they receive both less and worse economic opportu-
nities, thereby exacerbating existing racial disparities. 
As such, to guarantee equitable access to opportuni-
ties, the U.S. government must address and eliminate 
the structural racialization of food insecurity.

The role of U.S. government policies in 
perpetuating food insecurity and food 

deserts

The U.S. government has undertaken a 
number of initiatives that attempt to reduce food in-
security and increase accessibility to healthy food. 
Among those initiatives is the “Let’s Move” project, 
spearheaded by Michelle Obama in February 2010. 
This project aims to reduce childhood obesity and 
eliminate food deserts in the United States. The First 
Lady’s ambitious initiative has created more aware-
ness around nutrition and health across the country 
and has created a number of programs to increase 
education around healthy food, make healthy foods 
more accessible, and encourage physical activity 
and exercise.26

Equal Protection in Education paragraphs 55-71.
25  “Food insecurity and insufficiency are associated with adverse health 
and developmental outcomes in U.S. children (5–12). Among 6- to 12-y-old 
children, food insufficiency was associated with poorer mathematics scores, 
grade repetition, absenteeism, tardiness, and visits to a psychologist, anxi-
ety, aggression, psychosocial dysfunction, and difficulty getting along with 
other children (13–15). Among 15- to 16-y-old adolescents, food insuffi-
ciency was associated with depressive disorders and suicide symptoms after 
controlling for income and other factors (16).”
The Journal of Nutrition, Food Insecurity Affects School Children’s Academic 
Performance, Weight Gain, and Social Skills, (May 2005), available at <http://
jn.nutrition.org/content/135/12/2831.full>.
26  “The Departments of Treasury, Health and Human Services and Agri-
culture will aim to expand the availability of nutritious food through the 
establishment of healthy food retail outlets, including developing and equip-
ping grocery stores, small retailers, corner stores and farmers markets to 
help revitalize neighborhoods that currently lack these options”. Apps.ams.
usda.gov. 2011. Agricultural Marketing Service - Creating Access to Healthy, 
Affordable Food, available at <http://apps.ams.usda.gov/fooddeserts/grant-
Opportunities.aspx>.

INCOME INEQUALITY

Among those living below the poverty line, com-
munities of color make up the majority, with Na-
tive Americans holding the highest poverty rate at 
29.5%. The household wealth of White Americans is 
20 times that of Black households and 18 times that 

of Latino households.
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Michelle Obama’s initiative recognizes 
the overwhelming disparities that exist with respect to 
food access and healthy living in the U.S., with more 
than 23.5 million Americans, including 6.5 million 
children, living in low-income urban and rural neigh-
borhoods that are more than one mile from the su-
permarket.27  However, the initiative must do more 
to address the disproportionate impact that food in-
security and food deserts have on the overall health 
of communities of color: “African Americans are 1.8 
times more likely to have diabetes as non-Hispanic 
whites. It is estimated that 2.5 million of all Hispanic/

Latino Americans aged 20 years or older have dia-
betes. Mexican Americans are 1.7 times more likely 
to have diabetes as non-Hispanic whites;” and “Mor-
tality rates associated with obesity and diabetes are 
also higher within minority populations. Of all racial 
and ethnic groups, Native Americans and Alaskan 
Natives die at the earliest age due to diabetes, 68.2 
years. This is 6.4 years younger than Caucasians. Af-
rican Americans die from diabetes at a rate of 97.6 
per 100,000, much higher than for any other racial/
ethnic group.”28 

The “Let’s Move” campaign has prom-
ised to open over 1,000 supermarkets that would 
provide healthy food in urban neighborhoods. As 
part of this, in July 2011, Walmart pledged to open 
300 stores by 2016, but as of May 2012, only 23 
stores had been opened.29 The campaign also col-
laborated with Walmart to draft a “Nutrition Char-
ter” for the company to include healthier and more 
27  Letsmove.gov. Promote Affordable, Accessible Food | Let’s Move! Avail-
able at: <http://www.letsmove.gov/promote-affordable-accessible-food>
28  Food Empowerment Project (2010): Shining a Light on the Valley of 
Heart’s Delight. San Jose: Food Empowerment Project.
29  Patton, L. 2012. Michelle Obama’s Food Desert Plan Yields Few New 
Stores: Retail. Bloomberg, May 6. Available at: <http://www.bloomberg.
com/news/2012-05-07/michelle-obama-s-food-desert-plan-yields-few-new-
stores-retail.html>

affordable food options on their shelves and provide 
customers with more information about healthy food 
options.30 As part of this initiative, the U.S. govern-
ment should only incentivize businesses that provide 
employees with livable wages, safe working condi-
tions, and benefits for all its workers in order to more 
effectively prevent food insecurity among those who 
work in the food chain industries. Furthermore, a 
more targeted campaign to improve food accessibil-
ity and health within local communities would include 
working within existing local businesses to provide 
healthy food and education about nutrition. Rather 
than relying on an outside actor to bring in healthy 
foods to communities within food deserts, the U.S. 
government should do more to incentivize local busi-
nesses to provide healthier food within their stores 
to encourage better dietary habits. Moreover, such 
an incentive program would also provide more eco-
nomic sustainability for the community itself, which 
would allow more access to other opportunities.

Part of the White House’s plan to increase 
awareness around food and health has been to map 
the food deserts in America, using census data to 
track different population sectors by socio-economic 
indicators. While this information is very helpful for 
many different audiences (individuals, civil society 
actors, and planners), some of the information used 
obfuscates the facts on the ground. For example, the 
U.S. government’s North American Industry Classi-
fication System uses the same classification for both 
small and large supermarkets. However, smaller su-
permarkets do not offer the same variety and options 
of healthy foods as larger supermarkets. Moreover, 
oftentimes, it is these small supermarkets that exist 
within lower-income communities, while higher-in-
come communities have access to the larger, better-
stocked supermarkets. Additionally, the statistic from 
a study about the local supermarkets in Santa Clara 
County, California, perfectly describes the problem 
with this system of classification: “large supermarkets 
represent 57.1% of all supermarket-classified loca-
tions in the higher-income area” while “large super-
markets represent only 22.2% of the supermarkets 
surveyed in lower-income areas.”31 As a result, these 
lower-income neighborhoods are being included as 

30  The White House 2011: First Lady Michelle Obama Announces Collabo-
ration with Walmart in Support of Let’s Move! Campaign. [Press release] 
January 20, 2011.
31  Food Empowerment Project (2010): Shining a Light on the Valley of 
Heart’s Delight. San Jose: Food Empowerment Project, available at <http://
www.foodispower.org/documents/FEP_Report_web_final.pdf>.

HEALTH INEQUALITY

“African Americans are 1.8 times more likely to have 
diabetes as non-Hispanic whites…2.5 million of all 
Hispanic/Latino Americans aged 20 years or older 

have diabetes.”

“Of all racial and ethnic groups, Native Americans 
and Alaskan Natives die at the earliest age due to 
diabetes, 68.2 years. This is 6.4 years younger than 

caucasions.
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having access to supermarkets, although the food 
to which they have access is not necessarily healthy, 
and may in fact contribute to poor dietary habits, 
including consumption of alcohol, processed foods, 
and sugary drinks.

Another issue which demands the atten-
tion of the U.S. government and its legislative au-
thorities is the Farm Bill that recently passed through 
the Senate in May 2013, which made exceptional 
cuts to the government’s food assistance program, 
such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram (SNAP). Currently, the Congressional Budget 
Office estimates that “enacting the [Senate’s] draft 
legislation would reduce direct spending by $18 
billion”32 over the next ten years, which includes a 
$4 billion cut from the SNAP program.33 These cuts 
would impact the 46 million people who receive 
SNAP benefits and would eliminate nearly two mil-
lion people from receiving any SNAP benefits at all.34 
Passage of this bill would be disastrous for the many 
families who depend on government assistance for 
their daily bread. Moreover, these cuts would impact 
the country’s most marginalized populations with 
women being almost twice as likely as men to have 
received food stamps at some point in their lives 
(23% vs. 12%); blacks being twice as likely as whites 
to have received food stamps (31% vs. 15%), and 
26% of the Native American population and 22% 
of the Latino population depend on food stamps.35 

32  Congressional Budget Office, “Agriculture Reform and Risk Management 
Act of 2013.” Available at <http://www.cbo.gov/publication/44177?utm_
source=feedblitz&utm_medium=FeedBlitzEmail&utm_
content=812526&utm_campaign=0>.
33  FRAC Action Council, Farm Bill: Congress Must Protect and Strengthen 
SNAP and Other Anti-Hunger Programs, March 2013, available at <http://
frac.org/leg-act-center/farm-bill-2012/>.
34  Id.
35  Morin, R. The politics and demographics of food stamp recipients. 
Pew Research Center, available at: <http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2013/07/12/the-politics-and-demographics-of-food-stamp-recipients/>

The United States government must maintain its ob-
ligations under the ICCPR to eliminate structural ra-
cialization, and with this in mind, must not eliminate 
government programs that aim to assist and improve 
access to healthy food for minority and low-income 
populations.

RECOMMENDATIONS
 For the United States to fulfill its obli-

gations under the ICCPR and ensure equitable ac-
cess to social, cultural, economic and political op-
portunities, the federal government and its legislative 
authorities need to recognize the right to food as a 
human rights issue that will inevitably affect the re-
alization of other rights and ultimately reduce racial 
and structural inequalities in the U.S.  Furthermore, 
treating access to adequate and healthy food as a 
human rights issue allows the federal government to 
combat food insecurity and food deserts more effec-
tively. In doing so, access to adequate and healthy 
food will shift the focus from individual and private 
domains to government responsibility. This not only 
ensures that all people have access to food at all 
times, but also empowers and affords them greater 
social and political participation.  For the United 
States to fulfill its obligations under the ICCPR treaty, 
the federal government and its legislative authorities 
should act on the following:

•	Affirmatively link the right to food, housing, school, 
employment, transportation, health care and oth-
er political and cultural opportunities.

•	 Incorporate the right to food as a basic right within 
its rights-based approach framework.

•	 Provide targeted government programs to low-in-
come populations and communities of color that 
will guarantee the right to healthy and affordable 
food.

•	Amend the Farm Bill to include a more robust 
budget for its SNAP, DNAP, and WIC programs 
to adequately address food security for America’s 
most marginalized communities.

•	 Provide better-targeted assistance, education, and 
relief to communities of color as part of the “Let’s 
Move” initiative.

FARM BILL

The Congressional Budget Office estimates that 
“enacting the [Senate’s] draft legislation would re-
duce direct spending by $18 billion” over the next 
ten years, which includes a $4 billion cut from the 
SNAP program. These cuts would impact the 46 mil-
lion people who receive SNAP benefits and would 
eliminate nearly two million people from receiving 

any SNAP benefits at all.
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•	 Ensure that all workers in the food chain industries 
have access to quality jobs with dignified working 
conditions and livable wages.

•	Create economic opportunities and incentives 
for locally owned businesses to carry affordable, 
fresh, and healthy foods within food deserts.

•	Amend the classification guidelines for supermar-
kets in the North American Industry Classification 
System to ensure that supermarkets can be classi-
fied according to size and food inventory.

•	Make food and nutrition education mandatory 
within public school systems from elementary to 
high schools.

•	 Provide healthy and affordable foods to all stu-
dents within public schools K-12 across the U.S.

•	 Encourage and fund both the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, and U.S. Department 
of Agriculture36 to collect data and monitor dis-
parities in food security and food deserts on the 
basis of income, race, ethnicity, gender, and im-
migration status. 

•	And lastly, further to the above, once such data is 
collected, policies should be created and imple-
mented to mitigate food insecurity and provide 
targeted assistance to those impacted households 
and communities.

36  Currently the USDA’s Economic Research Services are collecting data 
on only 1.1 million individuals (0.4% of U.S. population). See USDA report: 
Coleman-Jensen, Alisha, Mark Nord, Margaret Andrews, and Steven Carlson. 
Household Food Security in the United States in 2011; ERR-141, U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, September 2012.
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