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Food ad to ght food nsecurty?
Paulne Scherer and Ncolas Brcas

While food aid is reserved for emergency situations at international level, in 
France it has become the main tool to ght food insecurity. Although this aid 
has an important social function, it has nonetheless been widely criticized for 
a number of reasons. is has led to experiments with other forms of solidarity 
based on greater food democracy.

Sharng or gvng food to show soldarty wth the most dsadvantaged s a 
practce that has been documented snce Antquty. s form of famly and 
neghbourhood soldarty supports people who are unable to meet ther own 
needs: chldren, the elderly, the sck, the dsabled or those n dcult stuatons. 
Beyond nterpersonal relatonshps, ths soldarty also takes on nsttutonal 
forms through frameworks nvolvng any or a combnaton of wealthy ctzens, 
the state, relgous groups, cvl socety organzatons and, snce the Second World 
War, nternatonal organzatons (Clément, 2001). Relef, almsgvng, donatons, 
charty, assstance or even food ad cannot be reduced to practces guded by 
pure generosty, wth nothng n return.

For ndvduals, and dependng on the era and socety, gvng ncreases one’s 
socal prestge and power, allows one to redeem one’s sns or hope for dvne 
support, and gves concrete expresson to a desre to show soldarty or to reduce 
njustce. For prvate or publc nsttutons, and here agan dependng on the era 
and socety, organzng food ad can be a way to mtgate rsks of uprsng or 
mgraton that are dcult to manage, as well as a way to ntegrate benecares 
nto socety, but also to dspose of producton surpluses or open up new markets. 
But food ad has always been subject to crtcsm: the way t s mplemented and 
the forms t takes rase questons about how socety treats ts poor.
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From emergency food ad to budget support

Internatonally, food ad developed as a way to address emergency stuatons: 
dsasters, wars and massve populaton dsplacements. It reles on state or prvate 
company donatons and s managed by humantaran organzatons such as the 
Red Cross or the Unted Natons World Food Programme (WFP). It takes on 
derent forms dependng on the context, from emergency ad, partcularly n 
refugee camps, to food-for-work programmes.

Internatonal food ad has drawn crtcsm for the dsruptve eects that 
free or subsdzed food dstrbuton can have on local markets, as well as the
changes t can cause n eatng habts, developng demand for foregn products 
and thereby generatng food dependency. ese crtcsms led to the adopton of 
an nternatonal Food Assstance Conventon n 2012 (Cuq, 2014). In partcular, 
ths conventon encourages the purchase of local products rather than the use of 
surpluses from donor countres. It formalzes a practce that had been developng 
for a few years, partcularly n the Unted States wth the Supplemental Nutrton 
Assstance Program (the famous Food Stamp Program), amed at provdng 
monetary assstance to buy food rather than supplyng food that s not always 
suted to local contexts. e WFP thus dstngushes between ts former approach 
of provdng food ad n the form of food donatons, now manly reserved for 
emergency stuatons, and ts new ‘food assstance’ approach, whch nvolves 
more or less condtonal budget support for ndvduals.

s evoluton reects a desre to oer food-nsecure people the possblty to 
choose what they want to eat and not be mposed what they receve. In Europe, 
and partcularly n France, ths sh remans very tmd, and food ad s stll the 
domnant form of food soldarty.

Rsng food nsecurty n France

In countres that do not suer from food shortages, not havng access to enough 
food of sucent qualty s a matter of lack of economc resources at ndvdual 
level and relates to a problem of poverty (Clément, 2001). In France, n 2018, 
accordng to the Natonal Insttute of Statstcs and Economc Studes (INSEE), 
9.3 mllon people, or 14.8 per cent of the populaton, were lvng below the
monetary poverty lne, dened here as 1,063 euros per month. In Aprl 2020, 
the country’s Drectorate General for Socal Coheson estmated that 8 mllon 
people lved n households that dented as food nsecure for nancal reasons. 
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Accordng to the General Inspectorate for Socal Aars (IGAS), food ad was 
dstrbuted to 5.5 mllon people n 2019 (Le Morvan and Wanecq, 2019). s 
gure only reveals part of the problem, as t does not account for the number of 
food-nsecure people who, for varous reasons, do not use food ad. Snce 2020 
and the COVID-19 crss, part of the populaton has seen ts ncome declne. 
s deteroratng stuaton has translated nto ncreased demand for food ad, 
as reported by several non-prot organzatons, such as the food banks and the 
Secours Populare (CNA, 2021).

Food nsecurty s however not lmted to a lack of means. Approached 
through a socal lens, t s characterzed by processes that cause ndvduals to 
feel dsaected (Castel, 1991) and degraded (Paugam, 1991) and can lead to 
varous forms of excluson. s s evdenced by the dcultes that ndvduals 
n vulnerable stuatons face n accessng the labour market and decent workng 
condtons (job nsecurty). Excluson aects groups of ndvduals suerng 
from derent forms of economc and socal vulnerablty, such as sngle-parent 
famles, large famles, students, the elderly, the workng poor and refugees, 
but also the mddle classes whose lvng condtons have deterorated n recent 
years. Whle some stuatons are accdental and temporary, a sgncant share of 
ths vulnerablty has become structurally embedded n socety. French publc 
nsttutons and actors n the eld of socal work thus speak of ‘food precarty’. 
s term ders from ‘food nsecurty’ n that t equally encompasses the ssue 
of socal tes central to processes of excluson and that of unequal access to food 
(Paturel, 2018).

A socal support functon

Food ad was ntally managed by the publc authortes (through muncpal 
dstrbuton ponts or free meals n restaurants). In the twenteth century, 
however, cvl socety gradually became nvolved (Retère and Le Crom, 2018). 
Snce the md-1980s and the exploson of unemployment n France, cvl socety 
organzatons have taken over from the state – whch has struggled to tackle 
the root causes of precarousness – by dstrbutng meal parcels, vouchers, 
unprepared foodstus and meals to the most dsadvantaged (Clément, 2001). 
e eectveness of food ad, owed to ts strong nsttutonal roots and dense 
natonal coverage, means that t can rapdly benet a large number of vulnerable 
people and thus meet an obvous moral mperatve: ‘to gve food to all those who 
are hungry’, to quote an expresson attrbuted to the famous French comedan 
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Coluche. Moreover, through ther commtment to the most dsadvantaged, the 
volunteers of non-prots play an mportant role n mantanng socal tes. Durng 
food dstrbutons, they meet the ‘benecares’, chat wth them and help them 
wth ther non-food needs, provdng them wth varous types of nformaton, 
assstng them n admnstratve procedures or smply lstenng. Accordng to 
Phlppe Sasser (1990), gvng s a form of attenton to others that creates socal 
tes and therefore ders from the ad provded by the state. Wth the COVID-19 
crss, ths socal functon of ad was jeopardsed, as volunteers found themselves 
overwhelmed by dstrbutons and struggled to provde other forms of support.

Food ad thus appears to consttute an essental mechansm for meetng the 
food needs of ndvduals wth lmted economc resources, especally n tmes of 
crss. Nevertheless, ths system has been called nto queston, nsofar as t does 
not address the root causes of precarousness – t was not ntally ntended to do 
so – and ts operatng methods can steer towards forms of ad that are degradng 
for the benecares.

An adjustment varable of the ndustralzed food system?

In Europe, food ad became nsttutonalzed from 1987, wth the European 
Unon Food Dstrbuton Programme for the Most Deprved Persons (MDP). 
Backed by the Common Agrcultural Polcy (CAP), ths programme made 
agrcultural raw materals from EU nterventon stocks (cereals, mlk powder, 
sugar etc.) avalable to Member States. Agrcultural surpluses, whch untl then 
had been stored or destroyed to support prces and ensure adequate ncome for 
farmers, could be bought through a publc nterventon process. s provded 
a response to the growng challenges of food nsecurty whle mantanng the 
stablty requred on agrcultural markets, whch had become nternatonalzed.

It s mportant to note that products from European nterventon stocks 
were not redstrbuted as such. In France, raw materals were traded for nshed 
products through publc tenders wth food manufacturers. e foodstus 
collected were then dstrbuted to those n need. us, although the socal goal 
of food ad was evdent, t was ntally organzed as an adjustment varable for 
agrcultural (over)producton and the agr-food ndustry. On an nternatonal 
level, emergency food ad served the commercal nterests of agrcultural-
exportng countres by provdng a ‘gateway’ to new markets, sometmes leadng 
to dumpng by creatng competton between emergency food ad and local 
producton (Pnaud, 2016).
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Due to the decrease n European nterventon stocks, n 2014 the MDP was 
replaced wth the Fund for European Ad to the Most Deprved (FEAD), on 
whch food ad fundng now partly reles. In France, the man vehcle for publc 
support to ght food nsecurty s the set of tax breaks avalable to companes and 
ndvduals for donatons made to non-prot food ad organzatons (Le Morvan 
and Wanecq, 2019). ese nancal ncentves to donate, whch have exsted 
snce the 1980s, were renforced n the 2000s. Snce 2010, due to the couplng 
of the ght aganst food nsecurty and food waste wthn the framework of 
the food ad system,1 food donatons have further ncreased, partcularly wth 
the ntroducton of the Garot law (2016) and, subsequently, the ordnance of 
21 October 2019 (n applcaton of Artcle 15 of the Egalm Law). ese laws 
requre companes to sgn agreements wth authorzed non-prot organzatons 
to dstrbute ther unsold food and thus reduce food waste.

s couplng anchors food ad n an ndustry ‘that does not speak ts name’ 
and that reles on the long supply chans of the agrondustral system to source 
agr-food products, wth several consequences that are worth hghlghtng. Frst, 
food ad tends to encourage the explotaton of surpluses rather than ther 
reducton (Chapter 14). It even facltates ther management, snce products that 
are nearng ther use-by date are now gven to food ad non-prots, whch thus 
become responsble for managng the food that can no longer be dstrbuted 
because t has expred. Not only do supermarkets no longer have to manage 
unsold products, but they also benet from tax breaks as a result.

Second, food ad fals to establsh terrtoral coheson between local 
producers’ supply and the demand of eaters n vulnerable stuatons, and nstead 
favours long supply chans whch, on the surface, are cheaper and have better-
organzed logstcs:2 logstcal constrants drve non-prots to turn to the largest 
organzatons rather than multple smaller ones. e system thus tends to favour 
the largest players.

Fnally, the tax break s not targeted based on the products suppled: ths leads 
to an mbalance n the range of products receved, wth a prevalence of long-lfe 
processed foods at the expense of fresh products. As a result of these constrants, 
food ad s oen deemed to be of nsucent nutrtonal qualty (Darmon et al., 
2020), whch can worsen health stuatons already made fragle by recpents’ 
lvng condtons.

1 In 2016, the webste of the Mnstry of Agrculture, Food and Forestry stated that ‘food ad both 
addresses socal justce ssues and contrbutes to the ght aganst food waste’.

2 Ibd.
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A degradng and moralzng framework?

For the past thrty years, French poltcal dscourse has tended to emphasze 
the ndvdual responsblty of those n precarous stuatons. So-called welfare 
approaches are oen denounced as beng too costly and unable to sucently 
motvate ndvduals to take acton to mprove ther stuaton (Chemn, 2017). 
From ths ndvdualzng perspectve, people n precarous stuatons are 
consdered n terms of dects: of means, of sklls, of wll and so on. Such socal 
representatons wegh on these ndvduals and conceal the multple steps they 
take to ght food nsecurty (ncludng resortng to food ad but not only):
restrctng consumpton (partcularly n the case of mothers prortzng ther 
chldren), establshng a herarchy of spendng, fragmentng purchases to avod 
havng stocks at home that are dcult to control, choosng products that are 
prmarly llng and cuttng out ‘treats’, dentfyng specal oers requrng hgh 
moblty, choosng specc (dscount) shops, preparng food at home and turnng 
down nvtatons and avodng restaurants (Masullo and Dupuy, 2012).

Although takng up food ad appears to be ndspensable when the tactcs 
mplemented are no longer enough, t s generally not experenced postvely. 
Many accounts reveal the degradng feelng that comes from resortng to food 
ad (Ramel et al., 2016). Moreover, the food ad receved s not always enough 
or suted to the recpents’ needs. When the products come from ndvdual 
donatons, collected at the doors of supermarkets, for example, they are oen the 
cheapest products, of poor culnary or taste qualty; donors mplctly consder 
that quantty should be prortzed over qualty. e products may also smply 
not meet the customs (e.g. cultural practces) or preferences (e.g. tastes) of the 
benecares.

us, ndvduals n precarous stuatons are not entrely free to use the ad 
they receve as they wsh, at the rsk of exposng themselves to a form of moral 
judgement. Frst, they are expected to take ‘what there s’ or, rather, ‘what s 
le’. Second, what they receve ‘belongs’ to socety, whch ntends to dene ts 
proper use (Colomb, 2020). ere s clamed to be a herarchy of needs to follow 
(Maslow, 1943), accordng to whch bologcal needs, the most vtal, must rst 
be met before attendng to those deemed less fundamental, such as the need for 
belongng, esteem or self-actualzaton. us, benecares are expected to use
food rst and foremost to address ther health needs, whch are consdered a 
prorty precsely because they are more fragle, even f the food oered does not 
sut ther habts or tastes. s prmary focus on the health of the poor s also 
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reected n the dssemnaton of top–down nformaton on nutrtonal qualty 
and how to prepare products, the relevance of whch has been challenged gven 
ts potentally nfantlzng nature (Le Morvan and Wanecq, 2019).

e ‘horse lasagne’ case oers a good llustraton n ths regard. Aer these 
lasagnes were wthdrawn from the market for msleadng consumers (they were 
sold as beef lasagnes), they were oered to food ad organzatons on the grounds 
that they presented no health or nutrtonal rsk, that no one had notced a 
derence n taste and that t was mportant not to waste. If the product became 
unworthy of consumpton by anyone, t could stll be consumed by the poor, 
thus denyng ther rght to eat lke everyone else and deprvng them of ther 
dgnty.

In summary, crtcs of food ad stress ts consequences on health (decences, 
malnutrton), socalzaton and self-esteem (loss of dgnty, parental gult). In 
fact, once mnmum nutrtonal needs are met and hunger s quelled, other needs, 
especally the need for belongng and socal nteracton, become crucal. As a 
Senegalese proverb says, ‘the poor are not those who have nothng, but those 
who have no one’. Eatng lke everyone else, that s, what everyone else eats, s 
fundamental, even f not all nutrtonal needs are met, as shown n refugee camps 
(Reed and Habbcht, 1998) and, more broadly, n the case of food ad n severely 
food-nsecure countres (Barrett and Maxwell, 2007).

It s mportant to note that the strong sectorzaton of ad through places and 
frameworks ‘dedcated to the poor’ further exacerbates the stgmatzaton of 
‘benecares’. Lkewse, the mode of functonng and the tranng of volunteers 
n food ad organzatons have also been challenged. s s not to stgmatze 
these ndvduals n turn, nor to queston ther generosty and wllngness to 
help, but to hghlght the socal relatons and the relatons of domnaton at 
work n socety that nevtably play out n these spaces, and whch can further 
contrbute to recpents feelng degraded.

Towards new forms of food soldarty

As t stands, food ad does not generally promote people’s dgnty, ctzenshp 
and autonomy. It would thus benet from shng towards a more horzontal 
way of operatng, capable of mplementng forms of ‘food justce’ (Gottleb and 
Josh, 2010). Beyond the transformaton of food ad, ghtng food nsecurty 
therefore nvolves developng new forms of soldarty. In France, these are 
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enshrned n the Code de l’action sociale et des familles (Socal Acton and Famly 
Code), whch emphaszes emancpaton, autonomy, socal change, ctzenshp 
and the nvolvement of the persons concerned. Food soldarty can be rethought 
n lght of these prncples, n lne wth currents promotng socal nterventon 
n the collectve nterest to escape the bases of ndvdualzaton (whch s now 
largely prevalent n socal work). If these are collectve problems, the solutons 
must also be collectve and nclusve n order to restore or foster ndvduals’ 
agency. Based on ths perspectve, alternatve ways of ghtng food nsecurty 
are multplyng n France, partcularly wthn certan cvl socety networks, as 
well as among more actvst and self-managed ntatves.

e ght aganst food nsecurty must place the ssue of the rght to food at 
the centre to ts thnkng. s rght, recognzed by nternatonal law, s the rght 
of every human beng to feed themselves wth dgnty, whether by producng 
ther own food or by buyng t. Olver De Schutter, the Unted Natons Specal 
Rapporteur on the rght to food from 2008 to 2014, denes ths rght as ‘the 
rght to have regular, permanent and unrestrcted access, ether drectly or by 
means of nancal purchases, to quanttatvely and qualtatvely adequate and 
sucent food correspondng to the cultural tradtons of the people to whch 
the consumer belongs, and whch ensure a physcal and mental, ndvdual and 
collectve, fulllng and dgned lfe free of fear’. Although ctzens’ demands 
and ntatves surroundng food are multplyng as part of a movement known 
as ‘food democracy’ (Paturel and Ndaye, 2020), research has shown the dculty 
of artculatng these emancpaton movements wth socal justce ssues, thereby 
sdelnng the most economcally fragle populatons to the benet of those wth 
hgh socal captal. e queston of democracy therefore appears to be crucal 
for reectng on access to food for people n precarous stuatons (Paturel 
and Ramel, 2017) but also for thnkng about and promotng equal access to 
sustanable food for all, upstream of food ad.

Snce the law for balanced trade relatons n the agrcultural and food sector 
and healthy, sustanable food accessble to all, known as the ‘Egalm Law’ (2018), 
the subject has started to be addressed poltcally through bodes, programmes 
and frameworks dedcated to the ght aganst food nsecurty, wth a vew to 
ensurng access to qualty food. However, these frameworks are oen lmted to 
food ad modernzaton processes (Paturel and Brcas, 2019). ey are certanly 
necessary but not sucent. Changng the way we respond to the problem of 
food nsecurty s a necessty and s one of the levers lkely to nuence the 
evoluton of food systems, economc models, modes of socal nterventon and 
socal protecton mechansms.
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Concluson

Inequaltes n access to food and the food nsecurty to whch they gve rse thus 
appear to be a complex problem, whch ought to be approached n connecton wth 
varous ssues: the rght to food, the evoluton of the food system towards greater 
sustanablty, the reducton of nequaltes and access to ncome, modes of socal 
nterventon and socal protecton frameworks and ctzens’ partcpaton and 
democracy. Fghtng food nsecurty therefore nvolves mechansms to restore 
people’s freedom to choose, n socally mxed settngs that do not stgmatze them 
and rentegrate them nto the lfe of neghbourhoods or vllages, where food s
approached as a medum for relatonshps and not just as a source of nutrents. 
For example, communty food centres are emergng n Canada and France. ey 
are managed by local resdents and combne varous group purchasng, grocery 
and caterng facltes wth easy and soldarstc access to food chosen collectvely. 
ey also allow people to learn food-related trades, gardenng and cookng. Food 
socal securty, a credt system for all allowng access to democratcally chosen 
products nanced through socal contrbutons (Chapter 22), s also an avenue 
under consderaton for the mplementaton of a true rght to sustanable food 
(Paturel and Ndaye, 2020). ese new forms of soldarty could lead to food ad 
becomng a margnal supplement reserved for emergency stuatons only.

e authors would lke to thank Damen Conaré, Mathlde Coudray and Mare 
Walser for proofreadng ths chapter and for ther suggested mprovements.
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