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Fome Zero:

Building a Policy for Food and Nutrition Security in Brazil

Social inequalities in Brazil provide the context in which poverty is associated with food insecurity. Hunger occurs in Brazil not because of there is a lack of food, but because people that are poor do not have access to the food that is available. In 2003, by creating Fome Zero (Zero Hunger) President Lula took up the challenge of integrating and coordinating public actions aimed at eradicating hunger and reducing poverty in Brazil.

Fome Zero is a federal strategy aimed at ensuring access to food for those in poverty. It promotes better nourishment, while seeking social inclusion and the provision of civil rights. The main actions of Fome Zero are comprised of: increased access to food; expansion of food production; increased consumption of healthy food; better access to water and to better public services.

The first positive impact of Fome Zero was the inclusion of hunger in the national political agenda. Raising international attention for the issue in turn reinforced national level mobilization and participation in hunger reduction. This created the momentum to link the Food and Nutrition Security Policy with the need to reform the role of the State in these areas. To make this policy more effective it is necessary to guarantee the integration of all the various areas involved, to stimulate partnerships, to promote the participation of society and of public control. All of this must be strongly supported by the Brazilian Society.

In order to achieve this, President Lula created the National Council on Food and Nutrition Security - CONSEA. Linked to the Presidency of the Republic, the council is composed of two thirds civil society representatives and one third of  Government representatives. It thus constitutes a council with overarching intersectoral status when compared to the Ministries which execute and implement the policies related to food and nutrition security. It is responsible for overseeing the fulfillment of agreements concerning the Food and Nutrition Security Policy established between State and Society. In other words, CONSEA permits the consolidation of the Food and Nutrition Security Policy as is the case with other social policies: education, health, social security and social assistance.

Fome Zero is based on State actions - both intersectoral and transversal - and coordinated movements between State and Society, between budget and public actions. It has the purpose of overcoming economic, social, gender and race inequalities.

Fome Zero is run by the following Ministries: Social Development and Fight against Hunger, Agrarian Development, Health, Education, Agriculture and Livestock, Labour and Employment, Science and Technology, National Integration, Environment and Finance. Their goal is the same: to eliminate poverty and, therefore, inequality, promoting the access to food with dignity and continuity. 

In 2005, the federal budget assigned to Fome Zero was R$ 21 billion (around US$ 8.4 billion). These funds are used to increase food access, to strengthen family farm agriculture, to promote processes of productive insertion as well as articulation and mobilization. Expanding access to food is achieved by cash transfer, food and nutrition interventions, as well as the access to information and education.

Bolsa Família (Family Stipend) is a major income distribution program run by the federal government which benefits 6,5 million families (60% of the poorest Brazilian families), which now receive monthly R$ 75.00 (around US$ 30.00). Reports show that this money is used mainly to buy food. Receipt of this benefit, is conditional on the family keeping their children in school and maintaining routine health contacts. The Program has a positive impact on strengthening family ties. By the end of 2005, 8.7 million families will be attended by Bolsa Família.

The National School Lunch Program offers to 37 million children at least one good quality meal a day in public schools. During President Lula’s government, the budget allocated to this benefit has increased 40%.

The “Popular Restaurants” in the major cities sell meals at R$ 1.00 (around US$ 0.40). There are 32 restaurants being built and other 55 will be financed by the federal government. There are other programs implemented locally, such as the food banks, designed to prevent food waste and stimulate donations. In addition to this, more than 22,000 families have joined community garden schemes. 

The Worker’s Food Program benefits 8 million employees that receive financial help for meals provision and food acquisition. This amount represents a covering of 34% of the total cost of the meals.

In the semi-arid regions of the north east of Brazil, over 50,000 cisterns have been built to collect rainwater. In these areas it rains only 4 months a year and people who live there have some of the poorest social indicators in Brazil. More than 250,000 people are now getting good water at home because of the programme. By the end of 2005, another 42,000 new cisterns will be built with the investment of R$68.7 million (approximately US$ 27. 5 million).

The Family Farm Agriculture programme seeks to increase the production of food for consumption in the rural areas. In 2004, Zero Fome invested R$ 5.6 billion (US$2.2 billion) in financing the National Programme for Strengthening of Family Farm Agriculture (PRONAF), benefiting 1.57 million families. This budget is 47% higher than in 2003 and 133% higher than in 2002. Last year, some 430 family farmers were provided access to rural credit for the first time. In 2005 between 1.4 million and 1.8 million families are expected to have access to the total credit of R$7 billion (US$ 2.8 billion).

The Food Acquisition Program purchases the production of family farmers and distributes to population in vulnerable situation. These include the indigenous populations as well as the landless labourers. On one hand, it guarantees income to the farmers; on the other, it helps poor families. Fome Zero has already bought the production of 150,000 farmers in the past two years, an investment of R$200 million (US$78 million).

The promotion of Productive Insertion Processes motivates the “economy of solidarity”, including qualifying poor people to the labour market. The First Job Program got positions for 36,500 young people and help a further 46,000 to gain qualifications.

The integration and mobilization activities are aimed at stimulating society to make partnerships in campaigns to fight hunger. There are over 100 partnerships created, contributing to civil education and formation of public opinion. Many of these partnerships are aimed at contributing to the integration of families under vulnerable conditions.

The Food and Nutrition Education Program has already distributed 56 million booklets concerning food and nutrition security to the population all over the country, especially low-income families. It aims at providing access information and healthier food. Training has also been provided to 10,000 people on food and nutrition security. 

Fome Zero and The Millennium Development Goals
The Federal Government Report on the Millennium Development Goals (MDG), published in September, 2004, shows that Brazil is about to reach an important goal – reducing in 50% the number of people that live with less than one dollar a day. According to this report, the income poverty goal is virtually achieved already, ten years before the target date. 

In 1990, a reference year for the MDG, 8.8% of the Brazilian population was below the poverty line. After a decade it was reduced to 4.7%, almost the same as the rate 4.4% target projected for 2015. The report states that “it doesn’t matter the methodology used to measure poverty: it’s being reduced, with even greater progress since the years 1994-1995”. However, despite this progress, the Brazilian government recognizes that social inequality did not change at all. In 1992, 20% of the wealthiest population had 55,7% of the national income. In 1996 they had 55,8%; in 2002 the share was 56,8%.

Fome Zero has gained international recognition for its actions and has been presented in many World Forums. Exchange of experience and information, cooperation and partnership have been promoted and established with different countries, such as Angola, Mozambique, Egypt, Guatemala, Haiti, Spain, Italy and the USA.

President Lula reassured the 58th ONU General Assembly in 2003, that the experience gained through Fome Zero can contribute to achieving the Millennium Goals in other countries. It was towards this objective, that the International Action against Hunger and Poverty was launched in September 2004, by the leaders of Brazil (President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva); France (President Jacques Chirac); Chile (President Ricardo Lagos); and Spain (President José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero), with the support of the Secretary General of the United Nations Kofi Annan. It constitutes a global call to urge all countries to work together to raise funds, strictly for the purpose of fighting against hunger and poverty, and thus create the conditions necessary for achieving the Millennium Development Goals. Government and society, public and private sectors, should all make a joint effort in sharing the responsibility for the implementation of public policies and actions toward the achievement of the MDGs by 2015. Innovative Financing Mechanisms are being worked out in order to provide alternatives for funding sources for that purpose.

Brazil is about to reach two goals of the Millennium Summit. Nonetheless the Brazilian government will only be satisfied when the total number of the extremely poor people will be reached and inequality will be extinguished.
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