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From Food Waste to Assistance for the Poor and
Vulnerable: Food Banks in Japan and the Right to Food

Asako MASHIMA

ABSTRACT

Global food loss and waste continues to be the subject of great debate. According to the Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO), almost one-third of food produced for human consumption-
approximately 1.3 billion tons per year is either lost or wasted. At the same time, 821 million
people around the world are estimated to be undernourished. The Japanese case contributes to
this trend. Disparities between economic and social inequality in the country have widened under
neoliberal policies. While one in seven Japanese lives in relative poverty, some 6.46 million tons
of food per year is lost or wasted in Japan.

Food banks offer a solution to food loss and waste through distributing food of little
commercial value to people in need. Food banks, however, are the subjects of scrutiny.
Supporters argue that they are important tools of social protection during emergency situations.
Critics, however, argue that food banks, which are non-governmental initiatives, allow
governments to neglect their obligations by ensuring the right to food for their citizens.

This article offers a case study of two food banks in Japan, and investigates the roles of food
banks in ensuring the right to food. It concludes that food banks, through serving as a bridge
between public service and people in need, supports local governments to ensure the right to
food.
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