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Information note by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)
1) Introduction

FAO’s mandate is to raise levels of nutrition, improve agricultural productivity and sustainability, better the lives of rural populations, and contribute to the growth of the world economy. Fighting hunger and achieving food security for all is at the heart of FAO’s efforts – to make sure that all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.

Fighting hunger in the world means fighting to feed all hungry people. The rural disabled are a particularly vulnerable group: they and their households tend to be the poorest of the poor; they have special needs; but are often marginalized and overlooked in development interventions. The World Food Summit organized by FAO in 1996 acknowledged the fundamental contribution to food security by disabled farmers, noting that a large proportion of the disabled people were farmers with responsibility for the food security of their households.

The global number of disabled people is currently estimated at 600 million, i.e. 10 % of humankind. Assisting disabled persons to help themselves is certainly an integral part of achieving the Millennium Development Goals. This can be accomplished by boosting food production, improving nutrition, and integrating disabled people into sustainable rural development policies and programmes. To contribute to this overall effort, FAO concentrates on empowering disabled rural men and women by developing their knowledge and skills, by promoting their full participation in rural development and food security strategies, and by creating opportunities so they can enhance their livelihood options. 

2) FAO’s work on disabled persons
FAO activities on disabled persons are aimed at: 

· improving income-generating and employment opportunities for the rural disabled in agriculture, including forestry and fisheries, and related sectors;
· providing war-disabled people and other persons with disabilities living in rural areas with the necessary agro-technical and business management skills;
· upgrading food production technologies to meet the special requirements of disabled workers;
· preparing agricultural extension services to address extension and training needs of farmers with disabilities;
· fostering accident prevention in agro- and forestry industries;
· strengthening nutritional adequacy through improved dietary practices and food security interventions, in order to eliminate nutrition-related disabilities. 

At present, FAO operates several country projects and/or pilot models targeted at rural people living with disabilities. Although these activities are strictly limited in terms of their scale vis-à-vis the magnitude of the problem, they are achieving promising results:
· Cambodia: integrated pest management programme, to improve the disabled farmers’ livelihoods diversification and enterprise development options;
· Ethiopia: training programme to support disabled people in small-scale agricultural production, particularly bee-keeping and chicken-keeping;
· Iran: project to identify extension and training needs of farmers with physical disabilities;
· Sierra Leone: emergency assistance to the reintegration of war-handicapped and other disabled persons, to support them in income-generating activities in agro-based micro-enterprise and cottage industries;
· Sri Lanka: training programme for disabled trainees in war-damaged areas to improve their employment opportunities, income-generating capacities and micro-business management skills, with special focus on agro-based cottage industries and blacksmithing;

· Thailand: innovative programme on mushroom cultivation by disabled farmers, designed to broaden their livelihood options and contribute to food security at community level.
FAO supports networking and information exchange on issues concerning the rural disabled so that they can be further mainstreamed in policies and programmes. To provide an institutional forum to address the issues of disabled persons in relation to agriculture and rural livelihoods, FAO has established an Ad Hoc Interest Group on Disability Matters which brings together FAO experts from a number of technical areas, including agricultural engineering, nutrition, agricultural management and marketing, education for rural people, agricultural extension, field operations, legal affairs, and sustainable rural development.
3) FAO on the right to adequate food

In November 2004, the FAO Council adopted the Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of National Food Security ( http://www.fao.org/docrep/meeting/009/y9825e/y9825e00.htm ). These Guidelines represent the first attempt by Governments to interpret the right to adequate food as a basic human right and to recommend actions to be undertaken for its realization. The Guidelines are by no means restricted to the legal dimension of the right to food but spell out the political and socio-economic ingredients of a sound food security strategy.

Disabled people and their families are vulnerable and as such merit attention in the realization of the right to food. The Guidelines do not refer to disabled people specifically, but do so implicitly in several instances: 
The Preface, for example, sets the scene by stating that “States are encouraged to apply these Voluntary Guidelines in developing their strategies, policies, programmes and activities, and should do so without discrimination of any kind, such as to race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.” The provision of non-discriminatory practices is understood as to cover people with disabilities too.

The Guidelines are very vocal on the need to give priority to vulnerable and disadvantaged groups (Guideline 13: “Support to vulnerable groups”). The request to prioritize vulnerable groups is mentioned in several other guidelines, for example: 
· 3.3 Right to food strategies should in particular address the needs of vulnerable and disadvantaged groups.
· 3.5 (...) In raising the standard of living of those below the poverty line, due regard should be given to the need to ensure equality in practice to those who are traditionally disadvantaged.

· 4.6 States may wish to adopt measures to ensure that the widest number of individuals and communities, especially disadvantaged groups, can benefit from opportunities created by competitive agricultural trade.

· 8.2 States should take steps so that members of vulnerable groups can have access to opportunities and economic resources in order to participate fully and equally in the economy. 

· 8.3 States should pay particular attention to the specific access problems of (...) traditionally disadvantaged groups.
· 8.10 States should take measures to promote and protect the security of land tenure, especially with respect to (...) disadvantaged segments of society.
According to international legally binding treaties, Governments have the obligation to respect, protect, facilitate, and provide the right to adequate food. States should strive to create an enabling environment that allows all people to feed themselves. This could be achieved by empowering the disabled and providing them with necessary resources. In extreme situations, when individuals are unable to feed themselves for reasons beyond their control, the state is responsible to fulfil their right to food directly.
4) Principles to be embodied in the International Convention

The main principles to be accentuated are: non-discrimination, and equal opportunities for persons with disabilities – including equal access to adequate food, the means of producing this food (land, water, agricultural inputs), and opportunities for diversified livelihoods.
The Conventions should state clearly, within the existing web of human rights and obligations, the disabled people’s right to food as a fundamental human right. The Conventions needs to stress that disabled farmers have a right to feed themselves and their families. (See section 3 above on FAO’s position on the right to food.)
The Convention should underline the importance of self-reliance and building capacities to promote the sustainable livelihoods of persons living with disabilities, in both urban and rural settings. This might include aspects of diverse skills and knowledge training to enhance their income-generating opportunities, based on people-centred empowerment. 
Also included should be the requirement of pro-active support to ensuring disabled persons’ inclusion in the relevant organizational and institutional networks. Concerted action, in both policy and practice, is needed to go beyond welfarism and ensure that disabled people can participate in and benefit from mainstream rural development interventions. The overall task is to develop approaches and interventions for enabling rural people with disabilities to have a stronger voice in policy formulation and to gain greater access to services, opportunities for learning skills and for economic development, infrastructural support for employment and self-employment, and opportunities for acquiring their own productive assets.
A broad range of disabilities needs to be covered in the Convention: mental and physical disabilities, as well as sensory impairment. These could result from: war and civil strife; accidents (including unsafe operation of agricultural machinery); malnutrition (including deficiencies in micronutrients such as iron, vitamin A, and iodine); lack of safe drinking water; substance abuse; environmental damage; and the impact of HIV/AIDS. 

The Convention should also acknowledge the age- and gender-related aspects of disabilities, paying special attention to disabled youth, women, and elderly. Because gender norms affect how disabled people are treated in various cultures, the gender perspective is critically important – for instance to address the additional marginalization of disabled women and girls, or to deal with the extra demand on women’s time for providing care to disabled adults and children.

Monitoring and evaluation mechanisms of the implementation of the Convention could be undertaken in cooperation with the UN System Network on Rural Development and Food Security, which was set up in 1997 as a follow-up mechanism to the World Food Summit.
5) FAO’s role in international and inter-agency collaboration
FAO stands ready to cooperate with governments, members of the UN family, and other key actors that wish to pursue rights-based approaches to poverty and hunger reduction and are interested in improving the integration of disabled persons into development programmes. 
What can FAO offer to its partners?
· comparative advantage to reach out to the disabled people who live in rural areas and/or derive their livelihoods from agriculture;
· unique expertise in specific technical areas in agriculture, forestry, fisheries, sustainable rural development, management of natural resources, emergency and rehabilitation assistance, and livelihood diversification and enterprise development – including enterprise-business identification, market chain analysis, enterprise planning and management skills development;
· policy advice on how to effectively address disability matters in food and agriculture interventions (conventions, guidelines, medium- and long-term strategies, etc.);
· technical expertise in designing, implementing, and evaluating donor-funded rural development projects involving disabled persons;

· synergies with relevant FAO technical programmes, such as: agricultural technologies, nutrition, agricultural extension, emergency and rehabilitation operations, support to rural livelihoods;
· access to FAO country offices and country programmes (as of December 2003, FAO has 187 member nations);
· experience of working with/through rural institutions, such as local governments, farmer organizations, rural cooperatives, etc.;
· cooperation in advocacy and fund-raising for the well being and full participation of rural people living with disabilities.
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