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Brazil’s Food Crisis Is A Human Rights Issue

Brazil is a South American country with a Federal Presidential Republic government. Brazil has a
population of over 218 million people, with 87.8% of the population located in an urban area (CIA). Just
under 33% of the land is agricultural, with average farm sizes varying greatly from region to region, the
west having the largest average farm size at around 1000 hectares (GYGA). The tropical climate gives
Brazil long growing seasons. The country’s major exports are sugar, soy beans, iron, petroleum, and
poultry (CIA).

The average family size in Brazil is 2.77 people, and decreasing. The largest sector in terms of
employment is retail and trade, and the average wage is 2,853 BRL ($579.87 USD) per month
(Take-Profit). The average family diet consists of beans and rice as a staple, supplemented with available
meat or greens (Brown). Most Brazilians get their food from a supermarket, and stew, fry, or boil the
ingredients in a kitchen. Class determines many things about how a Brazilian family lives, including food
and who has it. Barriers to nutritious food include a lack of reliable information about healthy diets, low
supply of nutritious food in supermarkets (Ministry of Health of Brazil), cost and high inflation of food
prices, rise in unemployment, decreasing incomes, and weakening of social programs and policies
designed to help the poor (Rio on Watch). Nutritious food is therefore primarily in the hands of the
wealthy and educated.

Education is another cause -and example- of inequality in Brazil. There is a large gap in the quality of
education between those who can afford to go to a private school or a public school (Bearman). Public
schools are oftentimes poorly funded with outdated infrastructure, and in the poorest parts of Brazil can
be missing essentials like a library. (Malala Fund). A large percentage of students, over ⅖, drop out after
the age of 14, though secondary school attendance has been increasing despite a large setback due to
COVID-19 closures (Britannica). A large gap also exists in tertiary education, with 33% of people
achieving a tertiary education in the capital state which has the highest GDP, compared to only 8% in
Maranhão, located in the poor northeast region of Brazil. (Bearman). Because increased education leads
to better jobs, the cycle of inequality continues with little upward mobility.

Similarly, while there are public hospitals and a public health care system to which all citizens are
eligible, private hospitals tend to have better conditions which leads to the wealthy having access to a
higher quality of healthcare by being able to afford a way to skip the long waits and overcrowding of the
public health care’s offerings. (Columbia). Public services like intensive care units are not evenly
distributed around the country leading to longer travel times for those not in the immediate area, who are
often in a vulnerable population. The public health care system is also at the mercy of funding cuts (Fox).

Wealth inequality also leads to many vulnerable populations being forced to live in favelas, low-income
housing that is poorly supported in terms of infrastructure. Though it is reported 100% of Brazilians have
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access to electricity and 99.4% of Brazilians have access to an improved drinking water source (CIA),
water access and cleanliness in favelas is likely underreported. There is little to no access to public
utilities or infrastructure in favelas, which “lack effective sewage systems, access to potable water and
waste management systems. The communities have become so densely built up, that modern roads and
utilities are nearly impossible to install.” (Logan).

It is obvious that many facets of life in Brazil and opportunities is a class issue, but due to Brazil’s
demographics it is a race issue as well. Brazil, which had crawled out of the UN’s hunger map after
progress in addressing the food insecurity of the country, was added back to it during the COVID-19
pandemic (Gustavo Carmo). 58% of Brazilians qualify post-pandemic as being food insecure, and 76% of
the food insecure are Black (Manoel, Paraíba). More than half of the country is facing food insecurity, and
more than half of those are Black people. The Brazilian government has never taken any meaningful
strides to protect their nonwhite population, or adequate affirmative action after slavery and colonialism,
as evidenced by the statistics. Welfare programs such as Bolsa Família and other “Zero Hunger” programs
have been a success for Brazil in the past, and the return of strong welfare programs with the reelection of
President Lula da Silva promises some relief to the millions of Brazilians facing food insecurity. This
doesn’t, however, change such things as the needlessly complicated tax system which benefits the wealthy
or generational poverty. In Brazil, several groups are overrepresented in poverty, including descendants of
the formerly enslaved, the indigenous population, migrants, and women. These groups have been largely
ignored in official hunger statistics in Brazil throughout history (FAO). Beyond disadvantages that persist
to this day due to slavery and colonialism, such as white families who benefited from the institution of
slavery having access to generational wealth their Black counterparts do not, there is a significant
difference between wages between white and nonwhite employees in Brazil. White people have an
average of 74% higher wages than nonwhite workers, and when gender is factored in the average
Brazilian Black woman receives just 44.4% of the average income of white men (Harvard).

There is no simple way to fix this issue. Currently, a few different options have been in play over the past
few years, but both have been targeted towards the impoverished as a whole and not affirmative action to
close the racial gap in income, education, and food security.

Bolsa Família was the long running social welfare program for families under the Zero Hunger program
group. It was praised by many for the millions it lifted out of poverty. It enforced schooling and
healthcare for children by requiring check-ups and school attendance to qualify for the stipend, but the
money allocated was only survivable and often not enough to escape poverty alone (World Bank). Bolsa
Família also did not adapt to include the new poor after the 2014 economic crisis. When the program was
discontinued, many families who were dependent on it were left struggling once again and fell back
below the poverty line. Programs built for longevity and eventual self-sufficiency would be needed to
keep families afloat.

In order to work on fixing the harm the increase in food insecurity has caused, a stronger plan built to last
a longer period of time would need to be put in place. Special attention must be given to Black and
indigenous Brazilians as reparations to close the racial gap in the economic classes. Along with this,
public schools should have a drastic increase of funding, and mandatory schooling should be increased to
the age of 17, due to the correlation between more years of schooling and less food insecurity (World
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Bank). An emphasis on schooling works on building a future and ending generational poverty that comes
from lack of opportunities. Finally, a new tax system should be implemented that cuts the current benefits
to large companies and wealthy individuals (Harvard) to fund public schools from a federal level and not
a state level, so poorer states have access to the same opportunities and amenities at school. These
changes would likely only be possible over a long period of time in which a progressive government ruled
consistently, which isn’t entirely unlikely due to the progressive Lula’s election and reelection, though the
notion is still somewhat idealistic.

Brazil is a country that has proven itself to be driven in fixing its problems, and its political power and
visibility can make it a model for successful welfare programs around the world.
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