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About René Cassin 

René Cassin, the Jewish voice for human rights, works to promote and protect universal 
human rights, drawing on Jewish experience and values.  René Cassin works within the Jewish 
community – by building support for human rights values amongst British Jews, and in the 
wider community – by bringing the authority of a Jewish perspective on issues that resonate 
with Jewish experiences. Please click here to find out more about our work.  

 
Summary 
At René Cassin, we believe that human rights are characterised by their indivisibility. To this 
end, The Right to Food is inextricably linked to a broader set of economic, cultural and social 
rights, which work together to establish the terrain for secure and dignified living. 

Our rich Jewish textual tradition has always taken seriously the value of dignity in relation to 
the right to food, even offering a system for crop-sharing in which those in need can collect 
fallen crops early in the morning, so that they may nourish themselves.1  

Civil society organisations we have partnered with, including  Give It Forward Today (GIFT) 
and the Joint Public Issues Team, have made clear that access to food is a moral imperative. 
As a Jewish human rights organisation, we see our work as bridging together the rich ecology 
of anti-poverty work across civil society, fed through a human rights frame, grounded in 
Jewish values. This is how we step up to the plate, to articulate the entanglements between 
the Jewish tradition and food rights as the grammars of hope and justice across Jewish life. 
The Jewish community is a religious, racial and ethnic minority which makes up around 0.5% 
of the British population, with the borough of Barnet having the highest concentration of Jews 
in the UK – 21% of the community). The Jewish charity GIFT has seen a 50% rise in the number 
of families appealing for help over the past 12 months, with an increase of 100 weekly parcels 
compared to 2021. The Jewish Community Council of North London has also had to double 
its efforts this year to provide culturally significant kosher food at the time of Jewish festivals 
(Frazer 2022). Whilst Jewish families experience food poverty largely for the same reasons as 
other families across the country (increasing gap between wages and bills, difficulty receiving 
universal credit), there are also some cultural factors at play, which are not being equally 
accounted for and included into supporting the UK population from food poverty.  

 
1. What are the issues that you/your organisation and the people you work with are 
facing? 

Food poverty has become a growing concern within the UK Jewish community, exacerbated 
by economic inequality, the rising cost of living and issues related to religious dietary 
requirements (Kosher food). A 2021 study by Jewish charity Jewish Futures reported: “Rising 
food prices, stagnating wages, and higher costs of Kosher food make Jewish households 
especially vulnerable to food insecurity. Many low-income Jewish families are skipping 
meals, relying on food banks, and struggling to afford basic Kosher food products, which can 
be up to 50% more expensive than non-Kosher equivalents”2 (Jewish Futures, 2021). A 
report by the charity GIFT also highlighted that: “The demand for food banks has 

 
1 https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/11809?lang=bi 
2 Jewish Futures, Food Insecurity and the UK Jewish Community, 2021. 
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skyrocketed in the Jewish community post-pandemic, with many individuals unable to 
access adequate nutritious food without compromising religious dietary laws” (GIFT, 2022). 

This issue disproportionately impacts the elderly and ultra-Orthodox Jewish families, with 
large family sizes and lower household incomes being common. According to the Institute 
for Jewish Policy Research (JPR) 2020 report, the poverty rate in the Haredi community is 
significantly higher than the national average: “41% of Haredi households live below the 
poverty line, a figure much higher than the UK average of 22%” (JPR, 2020). 

2. What are the human rights impacted by this issue? 

Right to Adequate Food (ICESCR Article 11) 

The most directly impacted right is the right to adequate food, as outlined in Article 11 of 
the ICESCR: “Everyone has the right to an adequate standard of living, including adequate 
food, clothing, and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions.” This 
right includes access to culturally appropriate food, such as Kosher food for Jewish 
individuals. The high cost of Kosher food, in conjunction with food poverty, prevents many 
Jewish families from enjoying an adequate standard of living. Affected individuals often face 
the dilemma of choosing between adhering to religious dietary laws and customs, or 
skipping meals altogether.  

Right to Health (ICESCR Article 12) 

Food poverty also impacts the right to health (Article 12 of the ICESCR), as poor nutrition 
leads to both physical and mental health issues. Research from Jewish Care (2019) points 
out: “Malnutrition and anxiety over food insecurity are increasingly being reported, 
especially among older members of the Jewish community. Food poverty is contributing to 
poor physical health, including higher rates of diabetes, and increased mental health issues 
due to stress and social stigma.” Research from The Mental Health Foundation (2024) has 
found that people living in poverty are more likely to develop mental health problems and 
according to the Food Foundation, 78% of parents in food-insecure households expressed 
concern over the long-term physical and mental health impacts on their children (2023).  

Right to Freedom of Religion (ICESCR Article 18) 

Additionally, the right to freedom of religion is impacted. Kosher dietary laws are an integral 
part of Jewish religious practice, and the inability to afford Kosher food restricts individuals' 
ability to practice their religion freely: “For observant Jewish families, the inability to 
maintain a Kosher household due to food poverty is tantamount to a violation of religious 
rights. It leaves people feeling that they must compromise on their faith, which can cause 
immense psychological and emotional distress” (Jewish Social Action Forum, 2019). 

3. What has gone wrong? What are the barriers people face to accessing their rights? 

Economic Inequality and the Cost of Kosher Food 

Economic inequalities within the Jewish community, particularly in larger and ultra-
Orthodox families, have worsened food poverty. Rising costs of living and food, exacerbated 
by inflation, Brexit, and the COVID-19 pandemic, disproportionately affect low-income 
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households. The higher price of Kosher food further restricts access. According to the Kosher 
Food Bank Initiative: “Kosher food can be significantly more expensive due to its preparation 
and certification process. Families often struggle to afford basic Kosher items, and food 
banks are struggling to meet the demand for culturally appropriate food supplies” (Kosher 
Food Bank Initiative, 2020). 

Inadequate Welfare Support 

Welfare cuts and reductions in government financial support have deepened the poverty 
affecting low-income Jewish families. Many do not receive adequate state support to meet 
their needs, particularly in light of the extra costs of living a Jewish lifestyle: “Cuts to welfare 
provisions have made it increasingly difficult for low-income Jewish families to make ends 
meet. In some cases, individuals must rely on informal community networks rather than 
government support to survive” (JPR, 2019). 

4. Who is responsible for the situation? Who has a duty to make things right? 

Government Responsibility 

The UK Government, under the ICESCR, has a duty to ensure the right to adequate food and 
the highest attainable standard of health. This includes ensuring marginalised and minority 
communities, such as the Jewish community, can access food that meets their religious 
requirements. Article 2 of the ICESCR obliges the government to take steps to progressively 
achieve these rights: “The UK government must implement policies to support all citizens, 
including religious minorities, in securing their basic rights to adequate food and health” 
(UN General Comment No. 12, 1999). 

Local Authorities 

Local councils also have an important role in addressing food poverty through welfare 
provisions, access to services, and support for food banks and local initiatives. However, 
insufficient funding for local initiatives catering to minority communities has left gaps in 
support. The Right to Food would impose a positive obligation on councils, to provide 
nutritious and appropriate food.  

Jewish Charitable Organisations 

While Jewish charitable organisations such as GIFT, Jewish Care, and the Kosher Food Bank 
Initiative are doing vital work to address food poverty, they cannot replace the role of the 
state in ensuring fundamental human rights: “While charity is important, it cannot and 
should not be a substitute for governmental action in ensuring that all citizens can access 
adequate, culturally appropriate food” (Jewish Social Action Forum, 2019). 

5. What needs to change to make the situation better for the people/person impacted? 

Increased Financial Support 

One of the key changes that must occur is the provision of better financial support for low-
income families, especially those facing additional costs due to religious needs. This includes 
increasing Universal Credit allowances and restoring cuts made to welfare: “Increased 
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welfare support and targeted subsidies for religious food products, like Kosher items, could 
help alleviate the financial burden on families struggling to access adequate food” (GIFT, 
2022). 

Subsidies for Kosher Food 

The government should consider subsidising the cost of Kosher food, similar to subsidies for 
other essential items, to ensure it remains affordable to all Jewish families: “Kosher food 
subsidies would help reduce the price gap between regular and Kosher food, allowing low-
income Jewish families to afford an adequate and religiously compliant diet” (Jewish 
Futures, 2021). 

6. How can/could this be changed? 

Policy Reform and Targeted Welfare Support 

The UK Government should implement policy reforms that increase financial support for 
low-income Jewish families and those from other minority communities. These reforms 
could include: 

• Raising welfare allowances to match the increased cost of living, with a focus on 
supporting large families. 

• Establishing specific funding programmes for Kosher food provision in food banks 
and community organisations. 

• Providing financial assistance or food vouchers specifically for Kosher food 
purchases. 

Partnership with Jewish Charities and Local Authorities 

The government should work in partnership with Jewish charitable organisations and local 
authorities to ensure food poverty is effectively addressed. This collaboration can help 
target those in need and ensure culturally appropriate services: “Government and local 
authorities must collaborate with community organisations to provide targeted, culturally 
sensitive solutions to food poverty. Charitable groups like GIFT and Kosher Food Bank 
Initiative are already well-placed to distribute aid, but they need government support” 
(Jewish Social Action Forum, 2020). 

Conclusion 

Food poverty within the UK Jewish community is a significant and growing problem, 
exacerbated by economic inequality, the high cost of Kosher food, and insufficient 
government support. The Right to Food emerges as the only feasible, long-term solution to 
addressing food poverty. The right to food does not just mean the right to be fed, nor does 
it mean the reliance on charitable food provision. Rather, it means that the UK government 
needs to ensure that all its policies and decision-making, especially around work, welfare, 
and immigration, guarantee that all people at all times can afford adequate food and that 
additional support is provided for all. The Right to Food is bolstered through government 
policy reform, increased welfare provisions, and partnerships with community 
organisations. 
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