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ABSTRACT

Food security refers to the sustained and adequate access of all individuals to safe, nutritious, and acceptable food necessary for
an active and healthy life. Food security is a fundamental human right and a vital component of preserving human dignity and
social stability, and its deliberate disruption may have far-reaching consequences at both national and international levels. Given
the complexities involved in food production, transportation, and distribution, as well as the threats arising from acts of
sabotage, examining this issue within the framework of international criminal law appears essential. The principal research
question is: “Can the deliberate disruption of the food production-to-distribution chain be regarded as an international crime,
and what legal framework exists for identifying and prosecuting its perpetrators?” The main hypothesis of the study is that
targeted and systematic acts aimed at disrupting the food supply chain, where they result in threats to public health, the creation
of famine, or serious harm to the population, may satisfy the criteria of an international crime and should therefore be subject
to prosecution under the jurisdiction of international courts and tribunals. The principal findings indicate that, first, existing
legal gaps in international instruments, such as the Rome Statute and conventions related to food security, create difficulties in
prosecuting such crimes; second, the adoption of a comprehensive and precise definition of a “crime against food security” could
enhance clarity regarding international criminal responsibility; and third, international cooperation among judicial institutions,
international organizations, and States is essential for preventing and combating such acts. This study employs a descriptive-
analytical research method.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
Food security constitutes a fundamental dimension of human dignity, public health, social stability,
and sustainable development, and it depends on the continuous functioning of the food production-
to-distribution chain, which encompasses agricultural and livestock production, processing,
packaging, storage, transportation, distribution, and final access by consumers. Any deliberate
disruption at one or more of these stages may generate consequences that exceed ordinary economic
loss and may threaten the survival, health, and security of civilian populations. International legal
scholarship increasingly recognizes that access to adequate, safe, and nutritious food is closely
connected to the protection of fundamental human rights and that interference with food systems
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can have particularly destructive consequences in situations of armed conflict, political instability,
economic coercion, and humanitarian crisis (Ghari Seyed Fatemi, 2010; Tayebi et al., 2024; Ziegler,
2013). The destruction of agricultural infrastructure, obstruction of humanitarian relief, restriction
of food transportation, contamination of food supplies, destruction of water resources, and
deliberate creation of conditions of famine can produce widespread malnutrition, disease, forced
displacement, poverty, social unrest, and long-term institutional instability. These consequences
demonstrate that food security cannot be understood solely as an economic or developmental
concern; it is also a legal interest requiring protection under international human rights law,
international humanitarian law, and, under certain circumstances, international criminal law. The
central question of this study is whether intentional disruption of the food production-to-
distribution chain may be characterized as an international crime and, if so, which legal criteria can
be used to identify, attribute, and prosecute criminal responsibility. The study proceeds from the
hypothesis that targeted, systematic, or widespread interference with the food chain, when
accompanied by the requisite criminal intent and resulting in serious deprivation, starvation, severe
harm, or threats to civilian survival, may fall within existing categories of war crimes or crimes
against humanity, even though international instruments do not yet recognize an autonomous
offense formally designated as a “crime against food security” (Arik-Adkanian & Khosravi, 2018;
Esfandiyari & Mirabbasi, 2014).

The study employs a descriptive-analytical legal method based on the interpretation of international
criminal law, international humanitarian law, human rights principles, and selected judicial
practices relating to armed conflict and the deprivation of essential resources. Particular attention is
given to the Rome Statute framework, the legal prohibition against the use of starvation of civilians
as a method of warfare, the protection of objects indispensable to civilian survival, and the broader
relationship between food deprivation and crimes against humanity. From a normative perspective,
food security is inseparable from the right to life, health, human dignity, and access to basic
necessities, and therefore deliberate deprivation of food may implicate several overlapping branches
of international law (Zakerian, 2013; Ziegler, 2013). International humanitarian law specifically
provides heightened protection for civilians during armed conflict, and the destruction or denial of
food supplies may become legally relevant when it is intentionally directed against civilians or used
as a method of warfare (Esfandiyari & Mirabbasi, 1999, 2014). The study also distinguishes between
ordinary failures in food governance and conduct that may attract international criminal
responsibility. Not every shortage, price increase, logistical failure, crop loss, or interruption of
supply is criminal. Liability depends on the presence of legally significant factors such as the context
of armed conflict, the nature and scale of the act, the civilian character of the affected population,
the foreseeability and seriousness of consequences, the existence of a nexus between the conduct and
the conflict, and, most importantly, the mental element required for the relevant international crime.
Accordingly, the analysis seeks to identify the threshold at which interference with the food chain
ceases to be a matter of policy failure or economic mismanagement and becomes conduct capable of
satisfying the constituent elements of an international offense (Molaverdi, 2016; Tayebi et al., 2024).
The findings indicate that intentional disruption of the food chain may constitute a war crime when
the conduct occurs in the context of an armed conflict and satisfies the legal, material, and mental
elements required under international criminal law. The legal element derives primarily from rules
protecting civilians and objects indispensable to their survival, while the material element may
consist of acts such as destroying farms, livestock, irrigation systems, food warehouses, processing
facilities, transportation networks, water sources, or humanitarian supply routes. The mental
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element requires proof that the perpetrator acted intentionally and with the requisite awareness
regarding the consequences of the conduct. This distinction is particularly important because
destruction resulting from negligence, environmental disaster, military accident, poor
administration, or generalized economic collapse does not automatically amount to an international
crime. In the context of armed conflict, however, deliberate deprivation of food may become a
particularly serious form of coercion when it is designed to weaken, punish, displace, or destroy
civilian populations (Ghari Seyed Fatemi, 2010; Molaverdi, 2016). The study further finds that
deliberate food deprivation may, depending on the circumstances, intersect with crimes against
humanity where it forms part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against a civilian
population. Economic measures and coercive practices that knowingly impose severe deprivation
may also require examination through the conceptual framework of crimes against humanity when
the relevant contextual and mental requirements are satisfied (Zakerhossein, 2021). Consequently,
the criminal characterization of food-chain disruption must be based on a contextual analysis rather
than on the harmful outcome alone. The gravity of starvation or food insecurity is legally significant,
but international criminal responsibility also requires a demonstrable connection between the
prohibited conduct, the perpetrator’s state of mind, and the specific legal category under which
prosecution is pursued.

The analysis of international criminal proceedings further reveals that cases concerning Sudan, the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, and the Central African Republic illustrate the broader relevance
of attacks on civilian survival systems, although food-chain disruption has not always been
separately prosecuted as an autonomous offense. The Darfur situation, particularly proceedings
involving Omar al-Bashir, demonstrates the legal importance of allegations involving the destruction
of civilian resources, forced displacement, deprivation, and the weakening of populations through
attacks on the conditions necessary for survival (Zamani, 2008). International criminal proceedings
also demonstrate the difficulty of attributing individual responsibility within complex military and
political structures. The jurisprudence and scholarship surrounding cases before the International
Criminal Court emphasize the importance of proving the relationship between a specific accused
person, the underlying acts, the broader criminal policy or campaign, and the required mental
element (Mirmohammadsadeghi & Rasoul, 2012; Salimi, 2021). The analysis therefore identifies
significant evidentiary obstacles to prosecuting food-related international crimes. Physical evidence
may be destroyed during hostilities, agricultural losses may be attributed to environmental or
economic causes, witnesses may be displaced or traumatized, military records may be inaccessible,
and causal connections between an attack on infrastructure and subsequent famine may be difficult
to establish. Moreover, international prosecutions frequently require cooperation from states that
may be unwilling or politically unable to provide documents, arrest suspects, protect witnesses, or
facilitate access to affected areas. These difficulties are compounded by differences between national
criminal systems and international criminal law regarding definitions of intent, causation, command
responsibility, evidentiary thresholds, and the legal characterization of attacks on civilian resources
(Molaverdi, 2016; Salimi, 2021). As a result, the absence of an explicit and comprehensive legal
category addressing intentional attacks on food security may contribute to fragmented and
inconsistent legal responses.

On the basis of these findings, the study argues that international criminal law would benefit from
greater conceptual and normative clarity concerning deliberate interference with food security.
Existing legal rules already provide important avenues for prosecution, especially through war
crimes and crimes against humanity, but their application to complex disruptions of production,
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processing, transportation, storage, and distribution remains uneven. Greater clarity could be
achieved by developing interpretive guidelines for identifying conduct that intentionally undermines
civilian food systems, defining indicators of seriousness and scale, specifying evidentiary standards
for proving the mental element, and clarifying the circumstances in which destruction of food-related
infrastructure constitutes an attack on objects indispensable to civilian survival (Esfandiyari &
Mirabbasi, 2014; Tayebi et al., 2024). The research also highlights the need for stronger international
cooperation in evidence collection, witness protection, forensic documentation, satellite analysis,
humanitarian data sharing, and coordination between international courts and domestic judicial
institutions. National legal systems should be strengthened so that they can investigate and
prosecute serious violations without relying exclusively on international tribunals, while
international institutions should support capacity building, specialized training, and harmonization
of legal standards (Molaverdi, 2016). The establishment of independent investigative mechanisms
capable of documenting attacks on food systems in real time may significantly improve
accountability. In addition, the right-to-food framework can assist criminal-law analysis by
demonstrating the centrality of food access to human dignity, public health, and civilian survival
(Ghari Seyed Fatemi, 2010; Ziegler, 2013). A more coherent legal approach would therefore connect
humanitarian protections, human rights obligations, and international criminal accountability while
preserving the strict requirements of individual criminal responsibility.

In conclusion, deliberate disruption of the food production-to-distribution chain can, under defined
legal conditions, transcend the sphere of economic misconduct or humanitarian harm and enter the
domain of international criminal responsibility. The decisive issue is not simply whether food
insecurity has occurred, but whether identifiable actors intentionally engaged in prohibited conduct,
within the relevant legal context, in a manner that seriously threatened civilian life, health, or
survival. The study demonstrates that international criminal law already contains important legal
foundations for addressing such conduct through the categories of war crimes and crimes against
humanity, yet significant conceptual, evidentiary, and institutional gaps remain. A clearer legal
framework for addressing intentional attacks on food systems would enhance consistency in
prosecution, facilitate the identification of criminal responsibility, and strengthen the protection of
civilian populations during armed conflicts and other severe crises. Effective accountability also
depends on coordination between international and domestic courts, robust mechanisms for
evidence preservation, stronger investigative capacity, and closer cooperation among states,
humanitarian organizations, and international institutions. Protecting the food chain is therefore not
merely a question of economic resilience or humanitarian assistance; it is directly connected to the
protection of human dignity, the preservation of civilian life, and the maintenance of international
peace and security. Strengthening accountability for deliberate attacks on food production and
distribution systems can consequently contribute both to the prevention of mass suffering and to the
progressive development of international criminal law.
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