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Healthy foods are becoming more and more im-
portant in the agenda of public policies; today,
their promotion is included in a number of na-
tional policies and programs. On the other hand,
the eating habits of Brazilians are far from what
would be desirable over the different stages of
life course and in all social and economic strata,
and have worsened in the last decades. In ad-
dition, the increase of obesity and obesity- and
eating-related non-communicable chronic dis-
eases, such as diabetes and high blood pressure
are quite significant. In this scenario, one should
ask how to move forward in the development of
effective public policies for the promotion of ad-
equate and healthy foods in the country?

To respond to this question, one should ex-
pand the analysis on eating to the contempo-
rary context. For this purpose, we consider that
there are five dimensions in relation to nourish-
ment: human rights, biological (nutritional and
sanitary aspects), sociocultural (system of values,
relations of individuals and groups with food),
economic (working relations established within
the scope of the food systems, price of food), and
environmental (forms of food production, com-
mercialization, and use) 1. This idea is reflected
in the definition of what is adequate and healthy
food made by the National Council on Food and
Nutrition Security: “the fulfillment of a basic
human right, with assurance of permanent and
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regular access, in a socially just form, to a practice
of eating that is adequate to the biological and so-
cial aspects of the individuals, in accordance with
the life cycle and the special nutritional needs,
based on local products. It should comply with the
principles of variety, balance, moderation, plea-
sure (flavor), with the dimensions of gender and
ethnicity, and with the forms of production that
are environmentally sustainable, free of physical,
chemical and biological contaminants, and of ge-
netically modified organisms” 2. Thus, an effective
response to the current food issue must include
public policies that integrate health promotion,
environmental sustainability, commitment with
the assurance of rights and social justice.

Within this perspective, the knowledge of
the characteristics and operating dynamics of
the agrifood systems is fundamental, including
the Brazilian one 1. Some of them are highligh-
ted here: (a) they are based on premises that are
no longer applicable: stable climate, abundant
water, cheap energy; (b) their products are food
with non-nutritional components, such as agro-
toxics, antibiotics, preservers and flavor enhan-
cers, that have hazardous effects on health; (c)
they degrade sustainable ecosystems due to their
methods of food production, storage, transpor-
tation, and commercialization; (d) they replica-
te and deepen social inequalities in the access
to land, water, energy and income; (e) despite
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presenting successive crop-harvesting records,
they are inefficient in food production, trans-
portation, storage, distribution, and domestic
handling, generating waste and increase in the
final price of the products; (f) they are marked
by the concentration of the food-chain stages in
big transnational corporations, such as the in-
puts and the seeds ones, the food industry, and
the mega retail organizations; (g) by means of
different mechanisms (economic, technological,
and advertisement marketing), they promote the
shift from natural and minimally processed foods
to ready-for-consumption, ultraprocessed foods
(PPCUP) 3, whose attributes are, among others:
unbalanced nutritional composition (high levels
of fat and/or sugar and or salt, low levels of fi-
bers, high energetic density), hyperpalatability,
and long duration, leading to the deterioration
of traditional food crops and the decrease of food
diversity. Counter-hegemonic movements are
being organized to promote agroecology, and
more sustainable production and commerciali-
zation processes, but they still are not powerful
enough to cause a structural change in the agri-
food systems that exist today.

The understanding that the food systems
determine our choices is fundamental to un-
derstand that individual decisions, even though
necessary, are not enough to ensure healthy and
sustainable food practices by the population as
a whole. Effectiveness will only be achieved by
actions that combine measures targeted to peop-
le (educational activities, support activities) and
measures targeted to the environment people
live in. It is to be stressed that I understand en-
vironment in a perspective that goes beyond the
one of “constructed environment”, in accordance
to the conceptual model about environment
proposed by Swinburn et al. 4. Its theoretical
framework proposes two dimensions (micro and
macro), and four types of environment (physical,
economic, political, and sociocultural). Based
on this referential, it is understood that, in order
to be effective, healthy food promotion actions
should combine measures that encompass the
different dimensions and types of environment
previously presented.

With that in mind, I believe the challenges
and perspectives for the promotion of healthy
food can be organized in two major axes. The
first has, as a starting point, the understanding
that eating is a social practice, this means, it is
more than a behavior or an action of intaking
food and other edible products that contribute
for the prevention or occurrence of a set of di-
seases. This axis relates to giving new meaning
to food, cooking, eating and commensality (eat-
ing and drinking together), rescuing its deep exis-
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tential sense and expanding the awareness of its
political dimension.

There has been an expansion and diversifi-
cation of initiatives to bring food back as one of
the structuring axes of the collective identity (cul-
ture), and valuing consumption (including food
consumption) as a political action, being con-
sidered here as the perception and use of con-
sumption practices and choices (by individuals
and collectively), as a way to participate in public
sphere. The awareness of the political dimension
of food is expressed, for instance, in the selection
of what to eat and what not to eat, according not
only to taste, tradition, or care with the health of
an individual, but also considering its environ-
mental, social and economic implications.

In this perspective, a basic aspect is raising
awareness that healthy food practices (which in-
clude selection of food, ways to prepare meals
and its sharing) are counterhegemonic in our so-
ciety, and, therefore, require constant heed and
dedication so that they are kept and cultivated. In
this context, the valuing of the day-by-day cook-
ing is becoming central in food and nutrition ed-
ucational actions as an emancipatory (because it
promotes autonomy), and self-care practice.

Within the scope of food and nutrition edu-
cational actions, a fundamental concern is the
adoption of a food classification according to
their grade of processing 3 rather than to the nu-
trients they contain, which serves as reference
on which the food pyramid is based, a symbol
broadly used over the past few years in a num-
ber of countries, including Brazil, in educational
activities that promote healthy food. The new
Dietary Guidelines for the Brazilian Population,
which was presented for public consultation ear-
ly this year and was released on November 2014,
uses this new approach. Classification systems
that focus on the industrial processing of food
provide precious elements for educational prac-
tices that meet the challenge of giving new mean-
ing to food in our time.

The second axis of challenges and perspec-
tives starts with the understanding that the nec-
essary structural changes in the Brazilian agri-
food system will not take place with individual
changes or spontaneous initiatives of the pro-
duction sector. This axis relates to the develop-
ment of public policies that encourage and make
the healthy choices easier, and that protect indi-
viduals and populations from factors and situ-
ations that lead to unhealthy choices. It also re-
lates to the consolidation of public policies that
respond, at the same time, to different problems
of the food and nutrition agenda. A fundamental
aspect for that is to improve regulatory actions
that target different elements of the food system,



such as, for instance, regulation of food adver-
tisement, publicity (in the media, in specific en-
vironments), and labeling; regulation of school
cafeterias; taxation or provision of subsidies to
specific foods; regulation of the composition of
ultraprocessed products; setting the direction of
social programs, so that they expand their cover-
age and ensure mechanisms to promote a virtu-
ous cycle in the food system (as the Program of
Food Acquisition, and the National School Feed-
ing Program); the revision of the sanitary code,
to make it more inclusive to small producers (of
which the Brazil Health Surveillance Agency’s
RDC n.49/2013is an example). Even though there
are important accomplishments in regards to this
agenda in our country, the role of the public sec-
tor is still incipient, and faces strong and system-
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atic political resistance by the private sector to
regulatory measures. For this agenda to advance
significantly, it is instrumental to consolidate and
to expand advocacy initiatives that already exist
in our country, and to develop and strengthen
mechanisms that regulate public-private rela-
tions in food and nutrition.

Advances in the promotion of healthy food
in Brazil implies, therefore, the engagement and
articulation of sectors and players from different
areas, such as health, food and nutritional safety,
environmental movements, countryside social
movements, among others, that play a leading
role in fostering structural changes in the con-
sumption pattern and development model cur-
rently existing in our country.
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