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Advancing Food Literacy for an Equitable, Sustainable, and Hunger-Free Food System in Brazil: A
Pilot Program of Urban School Gardens

As Miguel digs into his serving of rice and beans in the school cafeteria, his eyes light up. It’s his first -
and only - warm meal of the day.

For Miguel and many students across Brazil, school lunches are a lifeline. The government-subsidized
National School Feeding Program (PNAE—Programa Nacional de Alimentação Escolar) is a universal
school lunch program offered in all schools and vocational training programs across Brazil. In 160,000
pre-, primary, and secondary schools, these school lunch programs feed over 44 million students, many of
whom regularly face hunger and food insecurity at home. Nearly a third of Brazilians experience some
level of food insecurity—including limited access to food, poor quality of foods, and a lack of variety of
foods (Malleret, 2024). Professor and researcher Catarina Machado Azeredo and her colleagues at
Universidade Federal de Uberlândia found that Brazilian children often experience a high prevalence of
inadequate food intake and rely on ultra-processed food (UPF) to curb their hunger (Azeredo et al., 2018).
So, even with PNAE efforts, there remains a disconnect between Brazil’s vast agricultural abundance and
the startling hunger rates amongst its citizens—a chasm that can be bridged through food literacy.

As the fifth largest country in the world and the largest in terms of arable land, Brazil possesses the
agricultural capacity to feed its population a diverse and healthy diet (United States Department of
Agriculture, Economic Research Service, 2022). Brazil is the world’s largest agricultural net exporter and
a top-five producer of over 34 agricultural commodities, including beef and soya beans (Encyclopaedia
Britannica. n.d.). Nevertheless, dietary practices within communities in Brazil do not reflect the diversity
and nutritional density of food the country produces. While Brazil’s Amazon rainforest offers a diverse
range of foods suitable for nutritious meals, including fish, fruits, nuts, and vegetables, many nearby
schools serve lunches comprised of processed sausages and industrialized products (Thomas, 2023). Even
outside of school, typical diets are predominantly made up of foods with poor nutritional quality and
diversity (Carrijo et al., 2018). Children, adolescents, and young adults also report that a high percentage
of their diet comes from UPF. Unsurprisingly, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization reports that
nearly 5% of the Brazilian population, or roughly 10 million individuals, is undernourished (Azeredo et
al., 2018).

Adding to this issue is the fact that the majority (87.8%) of Brazil’s nearly 219 million citizens live in
crowded urban areas around the Atlantic Coast (Brazil - World Factbook, 2024), leading to a dearth of
resources. This region is characterized by favelas (shantytowns in or near large cities) where an estimated
35 million residents lack access to clean drinking water (Brazil Housing Poverty, n.d.). Without clean
water and reliable infrastructure like refrigeration and sanitation services, significant challenges exist
when buying, storing, and preparing a variety of nutritious foods (Marshall, 2024).



Given that the monthly minimum wage in Brazil is US $277 and 37% of the population earns less than
half that amount (Audi, 2023), it is unsurprising that a typical diet for an average family of four in Brazil
contains high levels of cheap processed food. A quarter of the country’s adult population gets up to 50%
of its daily calories from UPFs, primarily mass-produced bread, cakes, and pies, as well as margarine,
salted crackers, cookies, sugary beverages, and meat products like hot dogs (Bendix, 2022). The reliance
on UPF means that while many Brazilians manage to curb hunger, they are not meeting basic nutritional
thresholds. Brazil’s quality food is simply not reaching all communities equally; low-income communities
struggle to find healthy foods at accessible prices locally (Marshall, 2022).

Food systems, which include the cultivation, distribution, and accessibility of foods, are a significant
driver of food disparities like this in Brazil and other countries. Educating people, especially at a young
age, about their local food systems is imperative for empowering them to demand and work towards
improved food access, diversity, and sustainability, locally and nationally. Food education, which
enhances food literacy, is intrinsically linked to food security. Food literacy encompasses knowledge
about nutrition, cooking skills, budgeting, and accessing healthy foods (Raffray, 2012). It empowers
communities to learn how to produce and access healthy, nutritious foods, granting them sovereignty over
food and health. By harnessing this knowledge to better control their food’s production, cultivation, and
processing locally, people can more effectively curb hunger—a far more sustainable lifeline than highly
processed school lunches.

A study of Brazilian adults—including healthcare providers—highlights the country’s need for greater
food literacy. In the study, a significant portion of healthcare providers considered numerous processed
foods like gelatin, cereal bars, and processed turkey breasts healthy, indicating a culturally influenced
rather than scientific perception of foods (Zeminian et al., 2024). Since primary healthcare professionals
often provide food and nutrition advice to their patients, a lack of food literacy can lead to harmful beliefs
about the effectiveness of nutrition interventions. Furthermore, Brazil’s food literacy is hampered by a
lack of pertinent information for consumers. For example, Brazil has relatively low standards for
“front-of-pack nutritional labeling,” which informs consumers of a product’s added sugars, saturated fats,
or sodium content (Mais et al., 2022). A 2022 study applying Mexican and Brazilian labeling standards to
3,335 food products found that almost all products warrant a warning label under Mexican law, while
only about half warranted the same warning under Brazilian standards (Tomaz et al., 2022).

The lack of food literacy in Brazil’s population is surprising, given the country’s groundbreaking food
policy initiatives in other areas. Brazil’s “Zero Hunger” strategy, established in 2003, consolidates various
existing government programs under a single policy directive to strengthen family farming, improve food
access, generate income, and enhance social participation. The strategy aims to reduce food prices and
protect excluded populations, thereby increasing demand and providing better outlets for local farming,
with subsequent laws like the National Law on Food and Nutrition Security (LOSAN) ensuring the right
to adequate food. However, food education and literacy were missing from the strategy until recently
(Raffray, 2012).

In the past few decades, Brazil attempted to improve food literacy through its government-subsidized
PNAE initiative. The program required complementary educational programs like food education and
cooking classes alongside the school lunch program, but these programs have yet to be uniformly



implemented (Sidaner et al., 2013). A 2021 study found that 9.3% of Brazilian schoolchildren reported
they had never had access to any information about proper nutrition (Farias et al., 2021). Additionally,
most respondents in the study reported difficulties in understanding, evaluating, and applying healthy
eating information even after receiving routine educational information, highlighting the need for
effective programs.

Introducing effective food literacy to children is critical. Eating habits begin developing during childhood,
making it a pivotal time for promoting healthy habits. Furthermore, as children mature and develop more
complex cognitive abilities, continuing food literacy education will help them navigate a complex food
system (Ares et al., 2024). In 2023, Brazilian President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva took a step in the right
direction by signing a decree outlining a comprehensive framework for promoting healthy eating habits in
school environments nationwide. The decree mandates the integration of food and nutrition education into
school curricula, limits the sale and donation of ultra-processed foods and beverages within school
premises, and restricts the marketing of unhealthy food and beverage products in the vicinity of schools.
While promising, the decree does not have regulatory power. It only guides future discussions and
encourages local and state governments to build upon the principles above when enacting specific policies
tailored to their unique contexts (A Landmark Decree Ushers in a New Era for School Food in Brazil,
2023).

Other countries have seen success by implementing similar education laws to complement their school
lunch programs. Japan, for example, passed the Shokuiku Law, mandating the integration of food
education into the national curriculum at all levels of schooling (Reiher, 2012). A 2019 review of the
Shokuiku Law’s effectiveness by Hunter College NYC Food Policy Center found that the law has had a
positive impact on students, teachers, and families, including increased interest in nutrition and awareness
about food access (Apel, 2019).

However, implementing the Shokuiku Law has had its challenges. Acquiring materials, training teachers,
and developing the curriculum are all resource-intensive. The outcomes amongst schools also differ with
school quality. Furthermore, because the initiative is government-funded, there is a risk to its continuity
across regime changes (Harlan, 2013). Similar issues are evident in Brazil. The country’s economy, often
characterized by volatility and inequality, directly affects the government’s ability to reliably allocate
resources for social initiatives. Additionally, Brazil’s frequent shifts from progressive to conservative
regimes can impact social spending, either bolstering or undermining social program initiatives.

One solution to these inefficiencies in the government system is partnerships between government and
non-governmental organizations. For example, the U.S.-based Edible Schoolyard Project is an
independent organization that partners with public school districts to offer food education programs,
including edible gardens, running a teaching kitchen, and field trips and events celebrating local foods,
food culture, and food professionals. Their most recent project entails partnering with California’s
Stockton municipality and will launch projects in every local public school in the locale. The partnership
is mutually beneficial, allowing the Edible Schoolyard Project to study the efficacy of large-scale
implementation and local government to offer a universal food literacy program. Additionally, the Edible
Schoolyard project typically relies on a mix of private donations, government funding, corporate
sponsors, and university partnerships to fund its projects. These partnerships also provide access to



professionals with vital expertise in agriculture and education. These benefits will directly impact the
Stockton School children. Looking to examples outside of the West, the Slow Food Foundation for
Biodiversity (SFFB) partners with government-led national school feeding programs in thirty African
countries to build edible gardens on school grounds, illustrating the success of government-NGO
partnerships across the globe (https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/). Just like in the Edible
Schoolyard Project, SFFB raises funds by grassroots efforts through online advertising, farmers market
stands, corporate sponsors, and government funds; as a result, the project is financially viable.

The collaboration between public and private organizations is mutually beneficial. NGOs can circumvent
government red tape and make up for shortfalls in local education budgets. Entering into a contract with
national and local governments offers NGOs legitimacy and access to projects that have a big impact, as
well as creating opportunities to expand their future work (Lui, 2023). Launching a similar collaboration
between an NGO and the government could work just as effectively in Brazil to improve school-based
food literacy education.

As stated before, Brazil’s government is already a leader in school-based food literacy and nutrition
programs; it simply struggles to implement programs equitably across all districts. Partnerships with local
NGOs already operating in the edible garden and food literacy space could help. São Paulo-based
Cidades Sem Fome (CSF), for example, already develops sustainable agricultural projects in urban
neighborhoods (https://www.cidadessemfome.org/en). Founded in 2004, CSF teaches individuals to
manage organic farming businesses and achieve financial independence by selling their produce to PNAE
suppliers (“Toward the Human City”, n.d). It also builds gardens in public schools, which provide fresh
food for students and create opportunities for children to learn about tending to and harvesting from the
gardens. As of 2023, CSF had built 38 school gardens, reaching 14,506 children. In partnership with
Brazil’s Ministry of Education, they could scale their impact to all of São Paulo’s 5,100 schools
(OECD/The World Bank, 2022). Operation in CSF’s home base of São Paulo could work as a pilot study,
and local government and national ministries currently in charge of educational food programming could
complement their classroom offerings. CSF could use government and private funding from donations
and corporate sponsors to create edible gardens and urban farms in all São Paulo schools while running
programs that teach children how to produce and prepare healthy and nutritious food.

The partnership would function on a contract basis. CSF would bid on the contract to run Brazil’s school
garden and food literacy programs, which would then provide free produce to the government-run feeding
program. As a contractor, CSF or similar organizations would have the resources, expertise, and
flexibility to implement programs that the local education departments lack the resources to implement
(Lui, 2023). Likewise, given CSF’s status as a contractor, the Brazilian government will still have
significant oversight over the implementation of the project, mitigating the risk of poor implementation by
NGOs (Fontes Filho, 2017).

Contracting with CSF would reduce the resource stress of the government in implementing the program
under its own central bureaucracy (Fontes Filho, 2017). In fact, it seems that corporations would be keen
to participate in such a program. Food giant Nestlé publicly apologized for promoting unhealthy foods in
remote communities and has since invested over US $60 million to develop healthier alternatives and
advance food education in these areas of Brazil (Mello, 2019).



By partnering with CSF, Brazil’s government would ensure a diversity of products, food sources (from
local, small urban farms), access (from farm stands), and food choices (organically grown, natural foods),
which are all important considerations in promoting and maintaining a resilient food system for all. With
children working on their gardens and parents employed at small neighborhood urban farms, communities
would be inspired to explore the benefits of consuming locally grown agriculture over highly processed
food products and sustainable food choices to decrease food waste, save money, and reduce hunger in
impoverished populations.

This would also benefit CSF, granting it universal access to schools, where it could establish edible
gardens and teaching kitchens for all schoolchildren. The crops grown in the school gardens can also be
used directly in school kitchens alongside crops grown through CSF’s non-school farms, meaning locally
grown produce ends up on plates in all communities. The money the government uses to procure food for
school lunches would then be paid to CSF projects, creating a virtuous circle.

The new farms would also offer employment and volunteer opportunities for community members of all
socioeconomic backgrounds, strengthening social cohesion. The participation of local farmers, newly
employed garden managers from Brazil’s large unemployed population, and schoolchildren would create
a cyclical, hyper-local food system that democratizes food production and consumption. Furthermore,
children would gain a practical food literacy education.

Increased food literacy—through classroom learning and hands-on participation—would benefit children
and adults alike in Brazil. By addressing the link between food literacy and food insecurity through
education, communities can work towards a future where everyone has the knowledge and means to
nourish themselves and their families adequately. Incorporating learnings from the success of programs in
Japan and the U.S., a partnership between Brazil’s government and NGOs would also specifically benefit
children, as it would foster better nutritional practices, promote regional culinary industries, and educate
future family leaders on sustainable food practices—creating lifelines for generations to come.
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