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The human rights of infants with regard to their nutrition must be located within the broader context of the human right to adequate food in modern international human rights law and principles. The human right to adequate food has been articulated in several international human rights instruments, and the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has clarified its meaning in its General Comment 12 of 1999. However, the special case of the nutrition rights of infants remain to be clarified, on the basis of interpretation of broader human rights law and principles.

Several initiatives have been taken to clarify human rights as they relate to infant nutrition. At a conference of the World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action (WABA) in Thailand in 1996, a number of specialists formulated a statement on infant feeding and human rights. This in turn led to WABA’s statement of its position on breastfeeding and human rights in its Quezón City Declaration of 1998.

Further discussion on the issues was launched in 1999 through an online Consultation on Human Rights and Infant Nutrition. After many months of discussion, the group converged on a proposed consensus statement comprised of seven basic principles. 

While there appears to be broad agreement on some principles, contentious issues remain. One of the most difficult is the question of whether the basic principles are to be viewed as applying in the context of HIV/AIDS. At a more general level, discussion continues on question of whether infants should be viewed as having an unconditional right to be breastfed, thus obligating their mothers to breastfeed.

There are also some important definitonal matters that remain to be resolved, such as the meaning of “adequate”, “safe”, and “the “highest attainable standard of health” in relation to the nutrition rights of infants.
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