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   A system that is uniform is not resilient
For many years, Brazil’s National Council for Food and Nutrition Security 
(CONSEA) has been campaigning for alleviating hunger and poverty as well 
as for the right to food – with success. Its President Elisabetta Recine on 
achievements, remaining challenges and the power of participation.

Ms Recine, what are the biggest 
shortcomings of agri-food systems in 
Brazil?
Brazil is known for its agricultural and live-
stock production capacity, and practically 
every year, harvest records are announced. 
However, an important share of this pro-
duction has a very high environmental cost, 
either due to the advance of the agricultural 
frontier in biomes that should be protected, 
or due to dependence on chemical inputs and 
petroleum derivatives. Part of this fragility 
comes from producers who still resist chang-
ing the production model, recognise the need 
to diversify production towards sustainable 
models, and finally adopt an environmental 
but also social agenda. The wealth produced 
by Brazilian agribusiness is not distributed 
fairly.

What is the situation of small farmers 
like?
Most Brazilian farmers are small and medi-
um-sized, but they have the lowest percentage 
of land and also face challenges in accessing 
finance and markets. On the other hand, the 
results of the agricultural census indicated that 
it is small farmers who are responsible for the 
greatest variety of food that the population has 
access to. Since the beginning of 2023, a series 
of public policies that had been interrupted 
have been resumed for financing family farm-
ing, support for women farmers, public pro-
curement, technical assistance, agroecological 
transition and other areas. It is expected that 
with these initiatives it will be possible to re-
verse the loss of acreage of staple foods such 
as beans.

Why is acreage diminishing?
The production of commodities is advancing 
on land that was previously used to grow basic 
products, and also due to the lack of a pricing 
policy, basic products are not competitive, and 
producers prefer to grow what can generate 
more income. 

Tell us a bit about CONSEA's role.
CONSEA is an advisory body to the Presiden-
cy of the Republic of Brazil. Its main role is 
to propose and monitor public policies related 
to food and nutrition security and the Right 

to Food. Two thirds of the National Council 
consists of members of civil society, while the 
remainder comprises 24 government sectors 
that work in food and nutrition security. The 
Council’s presidency is also from civil society. 
Different sectors of Brazilian society are inte-
grated in it, such as family farmers, indigenous 
peoples, black people, human rights defenders, 
researchers, peasants and women’s organisa-
tions, agroecological producers – in short, it 
has a great diversity of rural and urban repre-
sentations. 

This sounds like a strong 
organisation. How did it come about?
To understand this, we have to take a brief 
look at history. Brazil is a deeply torn country 
which continues to be abound with inequali-
ty. Human rights were long trampled over – a 
phenomenon which was exacerbated by the 
military dictatorship from the mid-sixties to 
the mid-eighties. The subsequent re-democra-
tisation process was linked with a new aware-
ness in Brazilian society. The emergent social 
movements brought the issue of combating 
hunger into politics. With the 1988 Consti-
tution ensuring new forms of participation 
in public policies through councils and social 
control policies, a new arena for social dialogue 
has been established. It was in this context that 
the National Council for Food Security was 
founded in 1993 – only to be revocated by the 
then President two years later. 

What happened then?
When Luíz Inacio Lula da Silva took office 
in 2003, he put combating hunger at the top 
of his political agenda, which prompted the 
re-creation of CONSEA. Since 2006, Bra-
zil has had a Framework Law on Food and 
Nutrition Security, on the basis of which the 
National Food and Nutrition Security System 
was formed – with the mandate to organise 
and strengthen the institutions of the Brazil-
ian State and create formal spaces for social 
participation through Food and Nutrition 
Security Councils. The Councils are meant 
to design, influence and monitor public pol-
icies in the field of food and nutrition securi-
ty and sovereignty. Currently, alongside the 
National Council, there are Councils in all 
Brazilian states and in more than 700 cities.
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How does CONSEA cooperate with the 
government? 
All the issues are discussed in plenary sessions 
and standing committees with government 
and civil society councillors. Approved pro-
posals are sent to the President of the Republic 
and the Interministerial Chamber.

Is there any collaboration with the 
private sector?
In CONSEA, there are some representatives 
from the private sector, such as food supply 
centre associations and organic producers' coop-
eratives, but the most important representation 
is from sectors of society that work towards the 
realisation of the human right to adequate food. 

What do you regard as the greatest 
successes regarding achieving the 
right to food in Brazil?
School meals are an important achievement. 
Part of the food for this purpose is bought 
from smallholders. Since 2009, the local com-
munities have had to spend at least 30 per cent 
of the funding they receive on school meals 
for public purchases from family farming. This 
amounts to 42 million euros, which benefits 
the local producers each year. However, the 
procurement of food for public policies from 
family farming is broader than just for school 
meals. It currently covers all public services 
that provide meals. Public purchases allow 
family farming to have a guaranteed market, 
organise its production and expand its reach. 
This type of initiative has a great impact on 
generating and strengthening the local econ-
omy, reducing poverty and structuring small-
scale production. It is important to mention 
that all this has been inspired by experiences 
from civil society organisations and move-
ments. Establishing the fight against hunger 
and poverty as a political priority in 2003 was 
paving the way for the development of legal 
instruments that would ensure the continuity 
of policies and programmes targeting the poor. 

So civil society took a strong lead 
here …
Yes, definitely. Another public policy that was 
inspired by the experience of civil society was 
the cistern programme in an arid region of 
Brazil that started in 2000. The One Million 
Cisterns Programme not only guarantees wa-
ter for families to consume and produce food, 
but is developed from a social technology that 
fosters the empowerment of communities. It's 
characteristics like these that increase the citi-
zenship of people and communities.

Let’s get back to the smallholders and 
the support they need.

Our goal is resilient and sustainable food sys-
tems. One important aspect here is bringing 
production and consumption together. Re-
garding the production side, we want to make 
sure that small farmers and pastoralists have the 
right set of tools, so that they can stay on their 
land and continue to farm it. Land titles are 
still unequally distributed in Brazil. To support 
small farmers, it’s essential to guarantee produc-
tion financing, technical assistance and access to 
markets. Specific actions are also needed to sup-
port peasant women and young people. In Bra-
zil, it is also a priority to protect and strength-
en the traditional food systems of indigenous 
peoples and traditional communities. All these 
actions have a common element, which is the 
protection and recovery of the socio-biodiver-
sity of the different Brazilian biomes.

What would you describe as the 
Council’s greatest strength? 
Participation! We try to get a wide range of 
actors together so that they can speak with one 
voice. And we have cross-sector cooperation. 
Twenty-four ministries are confronted with 
civil society demands and are acting in concert. 
What is crucial is the political recognition of 
the agenda’s significance for development and 
the reduction of inequalities in the country. 
The commitment of its members, the diversity 
and representativeness of the different sectors 
of Brazilian society, the quality of its propos-
als, which are based on good practices and an 
excellent scientific foundation – all of these are 
our success factors.

Early in January 2019, the then 
President dissolved the Council. 
What impact did this have? 
That was a challenging process. Brazilian civ-
il society continued to mobilise, as not only 
was the Council abolished, but the situation 
of hunger and poverty worsened. The organ-
isations that were part of CONSEA called a 
People's Conference for Sovereignty and Food 
and Nutritional Security, which has been ac-
tive all these years in defence of policies and 
programmes.

Coping – or not coping – with the 
corona pandemic was also a feature 
of Jair Bolsonaro’s period in office …
Just like most other countries, Brazil was not 
prepared for the pandemic. Extreme poverty 
was already on the advance, the public sec-
tor was lacking money and staff, and then the 
pandemic came on top of all this. The gov-
ernment simply denied the pandemic – a pan-
demic claiming more than 700,000 lives. The 
majority of people were struggling to survive 
day for day, while millions suffered hunger. 

How did civil society respond?
Responses to the pandemic were found local-
ly. There were social movements, donations 
and solidaritxy. Farmers produced goods for 
the towns close by. More than 500 projects 
addressing this were recorded country-wide. 
The initiatives were all very local. It has be-
come clear how important it is to be close by 
those affected.

Has anything changed with the recent 
elections in Brazil?
Tackling hunger and inequality are once again 
among the government's priorities. This an-
nouncement raises the expectation that public 
policies will be redirected towards reducing 
inequalities by tackling racism, gender and in-
come inequalities and access to land and ter-
ritory. Considering the economic, social and 
political structure, this is a major challenge 
that will require a long-term commitment and 
permanent mobilisation of the sectors that de-
fend the common good. Brazilian society as 
a whole needs to recognise that inequalities 
affect not only the people who suffer the di-
rect consequences but the whole country and 
our future. In relation to food sovereignty and 
food and nutrition security, it is expected that 
the engagement of the different sectors of gov-
ernment that have responsibility for this agen-
da will be broad and that they will make com-
mon commitments to articulate programmes 
and define priorities and common goals.

What major challenges are there?
We must transform our food systems towards 
sustainability. This includes strengthening 
the agro-ecological transition, fostering terri-
torial markets and guaranteeing physical and 
financial access to healthy food for all people, 
especially the most vulnerable communities. 
Moreover, the rural-urban nexus needs to be 
much more articulated and closer. Cities also 
need to recognise that the issue of food needs 
to be included in urban planning. Food sup-
ply needs to be a public policy issue to guar-
antee physical and financial access to healthy 
food in all communities. The element that 
runs through all actions is tackling the cli-
mate crisis – from the seed to after the plate 
all initiatives and actions must contribute to 
this purpose. 

In a nutshell, what is at the heart of 
resilient food systems?
Diversity! A system that is uniform is not resil-
ient. Life is only sustainable when it is diverse. 

Elisabetta Recine was interviewed by 
Silvia Richter.


