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Developing Nutritional Standards 
and Food Policy: Latin American 
Reformers between the ILO, 
the League of Nations Health 
Organization, and the  Pan- American 
Sanitary Bureau
Corinne A. Pernet1

Everything in our legislations that shields and protects the 
rights of the workers is due solely to Geneva; this is the con-
clusion that must be reached by anybody who reads the laws 
of our countries retrospectively, and who observes that every-
thing in them that is salutary, humane, just and equitable is 
derived from Geneva; and it is to Geneva that we must turn, 
with praise and gratitude for all that America owes her.2

At the Second Conference of American States Members of the International 
Labour Organization (ILO), which took place in Cuba in 1939, the Mexican 
delegate Isidro Fabela felt inspired to pay tribute to ‘Geneva’ and the ILO. 
Was this a case of sheer diplomatic politeness? Didn’t the Mexican constitu-
tion of 1917 guarantee the  eight- hour day, the right to organize unions and 
to strike before the ILO was even established? Moreover, Fabela’s statement 
contrasts with other assessments of Latin America’s relation with the ILO: 
contemporaries as well as historians who have assessed Latin American 
participation at conferences and the number of ratifications of ILO 
Conventions often concluded that the ILO did not have much of an impact 
in Latin America before the 1950s.3 This chapter aims to reconcile these 
contrasting views and proposes a complex pattern of interaction between 
Latin American reformers and international organizations. Examining how 
governments and public health officials interacted with the ILO and other 
international organizations active in the field of popular nutrition, I will 
argue that Latin American social reformers did look towards ILO for techni-
cal advice on how to implement their own projects. Moreover, they looked 
for legitimation in the international realm to push their agenda forward at 
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250  Globalizing Social Rights

the national level. Lastly, it is also important to consider the impact of the 
League organizations in  pre- existing  inter- American institutions such as the 
 Pan- American Sanitary Bureau. This chapter will first assess the relations 
between the ILO and Latin America, then sketch the ILO’s involvement with 
questions of nutrition, and finally discuss how social reformers approached 
the international realm in the field of food policy.

The ILO and Latin America

Judging by sheer numbers, Latin American countries should have carried some 
weight at the ILO: no fewer than sixteen Latin American states (among them 
Argentina, Brazil, Chile and Peru) were members of the League of Nations and 
thus of the ILO from the early 1920s. Yet the ILO, while asserting its inter-
est in the region, did not really busy itself with matters Latin American. In 
the first nine volumes of the International Labour Review, the sixteen member 
republics together received less coverage than small Belgium.4 This was not 
entirely the fault of the ILO. For quite a few Latin American governments, 
ILO membership did not lead to an active engagement with the organization. 
Conference participation in Geneva was a logistical and financial challenge, 
which made it tempting to send ambassadors or minor diplomats from a 
 close- by country, even if they were not experts in labour questions.5 Full del-
egations of government, employers’ and workers’ representatives from Latin 
America were a rare sight in the 1920s. The situation improved by the 1930s, 
but the delegations remained much smaller than those of the Europeans, 
which limited the Latin Americans’ capacity to participate in committees and 
commissions.6 Moreover, Latin American workers’ organizations were not 
actively seeking the help of the ILO either. At the 1936 Santiago conference 
– the first ILO event attended by a good number of Latin American workers’ 
delegates – it became clear that their highest priority was to build strong 
labour unions and to fight for the freedom of association.7

Thus it was mostly reformist governments which, under pressure from their 
own technical or legal personnel, engaged with the ILO. In Chile, reformers 
such as law professor Francisco Walker Linares or diplomat Manuel Rivas 
Vicuña argued, in major newspapers and during lecture tours, for active 
participation in the Geneva institutions. For Rivas Vicuña, participation in 
the ILO was a matter of prestige: Chile should be able to ‘present itself with 
dignity in the concourse of the civilized nations.’8 Walker Linares saw in 
the ILO and its ‘scientific’ work ‘the strongest barrier we can put in the way 
of communism’, as it resolved injustices ‘in legal ways’, so that production 
and wealth for everyone would rise ‘in social peace’. Moreover, he thought 
that Chile should use the ILO as a platform to promote its progressive social 
policies.9 There was also a consensus that Latin America should send more 
qualified delegates to the Labour Conference: ‘Europe must hear our voice . . . 
that voice must speak facts and not rely on displays of rhetoric.’10
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However, the ‘voice’ of Latin America was for years reduced to a few 
individuals. One such key figure linking Latin America to the ILO in the 
early years was the lawyer Moisés Poblete Troncoso. Appointed in 1920 as 
the director of the Chilean Labor Office, one of his tasks was to write a new 
Labor Code. He immersed himself in ILO material as well as he could and 
in return supplied Geneva with information on the Chilean situation.11 By 
1925, he was a member of the Chilean government delegation to the ILO 
conference and in 1927, he started working for the ILO in Geneva, fulfilling 
a liaison function. Poblete compiled books on Latin American social legis-
lation, on labour movements, and travelled throughout Latin America on 
a series of missions designed to enhance relations, exchange information, 
evaluate needs in individual countries and further ILO business at  Pan-
 American Conferences.

By the early 1930s, Latin American governments started to actively seek 
the help of the ILO in a variety of reform projects, lobbying for visits by ILO 
representatives.12 Cuba, Venezuela and Bolivia profited from longer stays 
of ILO experts who helped develop labour legislation.13 Latin American 
delegates also proposed to hold an ILO conference in the Americas. The 
ILO leadership played along, as by the mid-1930s it was aware that the 
organization was in dire need of Latin American support if it wanted to 
survive the looming European crisis.14 The organization then accepted the 
offer of the Chilean government to host such a conference at the beginning 
of 1936.15 However, the expectations of the Latin American countries and 
those of the ILO did not always coincide. At the Santiago conference, the 
delegates demanded that the ILO increase the number of Latin Americans 
holding positions in Geneva, that it translate more ILO publications into 
Spanish and that it publish an account of Latin American social legislation 
and reforms, whereas the main concern of the Geneva office was to garner 
more ratifications of ILO Conventions and to discreetly put some pressure 
on the Latin Americans to comply with their duties in filing reports on their 
implementations of Conventions.16 All parties received some satisfaction at 
the Santiago meeting, but as the issue of workers’ nutrition illustrates, the 
approaches of Latin American reformers were at times incompatible with 
the ILO’s, which limited collaboration.

The problem of workers’ nutrition: the ILO and the League 
of Nations Health Organization

According to the preamble to the ILO constitution, ‘the provision of an ade-
quate living wage’ was one of the goals of the organization. As any definition 
of a ‘living wage’ needs to take food needs into account, nutrition entered 
into the purview of the ILO. However, the ILO struggled for years to make 
the notion of a minimum wage workable in the context of an international 
organization. Surveys on possible regimes for minimum wages in the 1920s 
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252  Globalizing Social Rights

made clear that the notion of food baskets was central but  complex: food 
baskets and their cost would have to be determined nationally or even 
regionally.17 The ILO did not make much headway on the questions of a 
‘living wage’ or on workers’ nutrition until the early 1930s, when food con-
sumption was included in the surveys of the living conditions of workers 
published in the International Labour Review.18 By the mid-1930s, however, 
the economic crisis had taken such a toll on social conditions that nutrition 
emerged as an important subject internationally.19 At the ILO, the 1935 
Labour Conference accepted an Australian resolution to pursue studies of 
workers’ nutrition more intensely.20

The Great Depression had put standards of living in the spotlight for the 
international organizations. The League of Nations Health Organization 
(LNHO), under the leadership of Ludwik Rajchman and John Boyd Orr, had 
started to develop quantitative and qualitative measures of public health, 
among which nutritional data took an important place.21 In 1935, the 
League Assembly also declared nutrition studies a priority and mandated 
collaboration with the ILO. The ensuing cooperation was not always har-
monious. The food groupings that ILO surveys used were not compatible 
with the analyses done by the LNHO. ILO officials bemoaned that the 
LNHO food surveys paid no attention to the economic and social situation 
of the families studied and complained that they were ‘intended to advance 
physio logical science rather than a first step in the direction of improving 
people’s nutritional status’. The ILO experts believed that the League’s ‘pure 
science’ menaced their strategy of using surveys to spur governments into 
action.22 Despite these complaints about the League’s nutrition experts, the 
ILO itself hardly took an activist role. ILO offices outside Geneva did not 
receive much, for instance, information on the organization’s activities in 
the field of nutrition and were unable to respond adequately to the great 
public interest in the matter.23

The ILO published its major study, Workers’ Nutrition and Social Policy, 
drawn up by a committee of experts (seven European, one American and 
one Japanese) in May 1936. The main thrust was to insist that economic 
factors – wages – had the most dramatic impact on workers’ nutritional 
status. The League’s report Relation of Nutrition to Health, Agriculture and 
Economy Policy, came out one year later. Both became frequently requested 
publications.24 Latin American public health officials were probably aware 
of the rivalries in Geneva without being gravely affected by them. They 
attempted to receive help from whichever agency that was willing to assist 
them in developing their own nutrition policies.

Nutrition and the ‘social question’ in Latin America

All across Latin America, concerns about the availability, cost and quality 
of food had been a major factor in the mobilization and politicization of 
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 workers. Elites considered the ‘social question’ in the late 19th century, but 
left welfare to philanthropic (and frequently Church-based) organizations. 
Only in the first decades of the 20th century did Latin American states 
increase their engagement with biopolitics and start to build governmental 
welfare organizations. In Mexico, this happened in a revolutionary context; 
in other countries such as Chile and Uruguay, the influence of  middle- class 
reformers was growing. New systems of public health, improved urban infra-
structure, expanded education, and regulated working conditions should 
all contribute to modernization – then mostly called ‘progreso’.25 Only the 
care of ‘unproductive’ citizens – the ill and the old – was still left to the 
Church. High child mortality rates inspired inquiries on (mal)nutrition of 
infants and children. ‘Child protection’ was discussed at a series of  Inter-
 American Congresses, spawning transnational public health organizations 
that predated the Geneva institutions.26 While female workers figured in 
these discussions as mothers of  ill- nourished children,  working- class men’s 
nutrition did not inspire much interest until the 1920s and early 1930s, 
when ambitions for industrialization ran high.27

As planners were reflecting on the types of workers needed for moderni-
zation, nutrition became a field of research and a core question that linked 
the economic situation of workers with public health and economic devel-
opment. In the emerging international public health community, nutrition 
was discussed in a variety of institutional contexts: the  Pan- American Sanitary 
Bureau, the League of Nations Health Organization, the International Labour 
Organization and in many private foundations.

The Latin American public health and labour officials engaging in research 
on nutrition28 sought support abroad on the regional as well as international 
level. The Chilean pediatrician Luis Calvo Mackenna, for instance, was active 
in the  Pan- American Child Congresses as well as in the League’s Hygiene 
Committee, which held a Congress on Child Mortality in Montevideo 
in 1927.29 Calvo Mackenna drew on League guidelines for a study on Chilean 
child mortality which pinned down the malnutrition of mothers and children 
as a major cause of the very high mortality rates.30 Together with Eduardo 
 Cruz- Coke, the director of a large hospital, he was eager to collaborate 
more closely with the League, and convinced the Chilean government to 
solicit the help of the LNHO in devising a food survey. The League obliged, 
sending Etienne Burnet and Carlo Dragoni to Chile to examine the state 
of nutrition in 1935.31 The results of the survey were so scathing that they 
were not published in Chile until 1938.32 Yet  Cruz- Coke, by then health 
minister,33 reacted by creating a National Council of Nutrition in 1937, 
which enacted a slew of measures to increase agricultural production and 
improve distribution. Moreover, the Council introduced the ‘school break-
fast’ to protect children from malnutrition, established dietary guidelines, 
promoted nutrition education, but also kept track of food prices.34 The 
Chilean  government’s concern with nutrition was by no means exceptional, 
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254  Globalizing Social Rights

as became clear during the first regional Labour Conference that opened in 
Santiago de Chile in early 1936.

The Mexican delegation was also deeply concerned about the rising cost 
of living and appealed to the ILO to help institute regular internationally 
comparable surveys of workers’ budgets that would show expenses for food, 
housing, hygiene, clothing, education and culture.35 The Peruvian gov-
ernment thought that only the state could solve the problem of workers’ 
nutrition by delivering inexpensive, nutritious meals and eagerly presented 
its restaurantes populares which served thousands of such meals every day 
as a model.36 Nutrition was also one of the main concerns of the Chilean 
workers’ representative Carlos Solís Solís. He used the calorie requirements 
proposed by the League to drive home the point that it was impossible to 
buy that much food on a worker’s budget. He also demanded that the ILO 
make an effort to standardize data collection of food cost and consumption 
with a view to developing other measures of intervention, such as workers’ 
canteens and price controls. Most importantly, he wanted higher wages, 
‘such that the workers can provide healthy and adequate food for themselves 
and their families’. While some voices insisted that the workers’ ignorance 
of sound nutrition accentuated the problem of low wages, the great major-
ity of the congress participants favoured the linking of minimum wages to 
food prices. Justifying such measures was the fact that physical vigour, and 
therefore the output of workers, was directly related to food intake.37

The Chilean government delegates shared this broad agenda. They 
presented the nutrition standards set by League specialists like Sakai and 
proposed that the ILO take a position on the question of nutrition in 
relation with workers’ wages, preferably at the next ILO Conference. The 
resolution suggested that the ILO should have all countries determine the 
cost of a food basket of 3000 calories in an adequate mix as a basis for 
calculating the minimum salary. It also advocated price controls for impor-
tant products such as milk, meat and bread as well as the creation of food 
councils that would help formulate economic policies that prioritized the 
nutritional needs of people over commercial profits. A separate resolution 
on minimum wages  de- coupled them from average wages and linked them 
to cost of living.38

After the Santiago Conference, the ILO governing body was not quite sure 
what to do with the two resolutions regarding nutrition except to put nutri-
tion on the agenda of the next Labour Conference, which took place in June 
1936. The resolutions that had passed without objections in Santiago did not 
fare as well in Geneva, even though popular nutrition was still recognized 
‘as one of the most important problems’ the ILO should tackle in collabo-
ration with the League. The ILO conference resolved that the ILO should 
work on food consumption statistics, establish nutritional requirements for 
different occupations, and ‘study the economic and social consequences 
of the different policies followed with a view to improving the standard of 
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nutrition of the people’. But where the Santiago Conference had demanded 
that minimum wages be set in relation to the cost of food baskets, the 
Geneva resolution only asked ‘to study closely the principles upon which 
the regulation of wages . . . is based’. This meant ignoring the proposed link 
between food cost and salary, as well as the question of fixing maximum 
prices for basic necessities – as practised in several Latin American countries – 
was not pursued.39 The Latin American tendency towards mandating state 
regulations did not find favour in Geneva.

Also in other regards, the nutrition resolutions of Santiago did not have 
much impact in Geneva. No effort was made to consult with Latin American 
specialists for the studies on workers’ nutrition and at the April 1937 
Committee meeting, the chairman was completely oblivious to the great 
interest in and measures on nutrition in Latin America.40 Three years later, 
ILO officials themselves admitted that their response to the Latin American 
concerns with workers’ nutrition had not been adequate. Unable to comply 
with the ‘large programme’ implied by the various resolutions, the ILO had 
merely focused on the collection of usable statistics for family budgets and 
food prices. In so doing, the ILO experts proved resistant to Latin American 
innovations, even when they had some merits: an Argentinian study, for 
instance, included family size as a variable instead of assuming a family of 
four, but such a feature was not transformed into ILO standards.41

The Latin American reformers, however, carried on with their cam-
paign for adequate nutrition for workers. Right after the ILO Conference 
in Geneva, they brought the topic to the  Inter- American Conference for 
the Maintenance of Peace, which met in Buenos Aires in December 1936. 
Latin Americans felt encouraged in their policies for nutrition reform, as 
US President Franklin D. Roosevelt himself called for a ‘more abundant life’ 
for all Americans. With the question of war hanging in the air, nutrition 
assumed more importance as an aspect of national defence, as was confirmed 
in the 1942 meeting of Ministers of Foreign Affairs in Rio. Declarations at 
these  high- level diplomatic conferences, however, frequently did not have 
the same concrete impact than more technical conferences organized by the 
ILO, the League or the  Pan- American Sanitary Bureau.

In response to the great international interest in the topic of nutrition, the 
 Pan- American networks which were forming around questions of nutrition 
were institutionalized. The ILO attempted to maintain good contact, send-
ing the Colombian envoy to the ILO, Alfredo Vásquez Carrizosa, to represent 
the organization at the 1938  Pan- American Sanitary Conference.42 The con-
ference decided to make permanent its ad hoc committee on nutrition so 
that it could participate on equal footing in international discussions. The 
committee report emphasized that a variety of actors needed to be brought 
together to develop and implement good food policies and suggested that 
public health organizations provide a home for national committees on 
nutrition.43
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256  Globalizing Social Rights

Throughout the late 1930s, the ILO was open to collaboration with  
Pan- American institutions in matters of nutrition, attempting to use them 
as a multiplier for ILO expert knowledge and approaches to social policy. 
At the next  Pan- American Sanitary Conference, which took place in Rio 
de Janeiro in 1942, ILO staff member Robert M. Woodbury was invited to 
present a lengthy report on dietary surveys which indicated how data 
collection on nutrition in the Americas could be improved.44 However, at 
this wartime conference, such issues were overshadowed by the affirmation 
of the need for government intervention to keep food production up and 
products accessible.45

While the ILO was struggling to contribute more than good statistics to 
the nutrition discussion, Latin American public health officials continued 
to engage with the League of Nations Health Organization. Insisting on the 
health problems of the sizable rural populations in Latin America, they 
convinced the League to convene an Intergovernmental Conference on 
Rural Hygiene for American Countries in 1938. Nutrition was one of the five 
topics to be discussed. Both the  Pan- American Sanitary Bureau and the ILO 
were represented in the preparatory  commission, which certainly helped to 
get the topic ‘proportion of family budget spent on food’ – an issue that 
was very important to Latin Americans but less so to the LNHO – on the 
agenda. Indeed, the ILO was eager to  demonstrate its interest in ‘social 
questions’ because it knew that these were of paramount importance to the 
Latin Americans.46

The LNHO maintained its support of the Argentine nutritionist Pedro 
Escudero and accepted his proposal to hold the Third International 
Conference on Nutrition in Buenos Aires. The 1939 conference attracted 
 delegates from Brazil, Peru, Ecuador, Chile, Uruguay, Paraguay and Venezuela, 
as well as observers from the League and the ILO. At Buenos Aires, a different 
spirit prevailed than in the previous, rather technical, League discussions. 
The conference reiterated many of the demands of the Santiago Conference, 
urging governments again to establish Nutrition Commissions (convening 
nutritionists, economists and social workers) and demanding regular dietary 
surveys. The conference also asked again that the League and ILO tighten 
their ties with the Latin American countries and that Geneva  collaborate 
more closely with the  Pan- American Sanitary Bureau. Needless to say, Escudero 
used the event to bolster his status as one of the pioneering nutrition 
specialists in Latin America. Newspapers reported widely on the League 
nutrition conference and the conclusions were immediately sent to the dele-
gates at the Second Labour Conference of American Members of the ILO 
which took place in Havana in November 1939. Moreover, the call for 
nutrition education emanating from the conference would of course benefit 
institutions like his National Nutrition Institute.47

The Havana Labour conference was greatly affected by the outbreak of war 
in Europe. As ILO director John Winant pointed out, at that moment the 
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support of the American Republics turned into a matter of sheer survival of 
the ILO.48 It was a time of taking stock and reaffirming Latin American pri-
orities in labour and social legislation. There was a consensus that statistics on 
family budgets and consumption still needed improvement and that more 
measures were needed to improve workers’ nutrition.49 But the delegates 
could also report on initiatives regarding food policy: Argentina, Chile, 
Cuba, Mexico, Peru, Venezuela and Uruguay all had  followed international 
recommendations and established national nutrition councils. The Peruvian 
delegate gave an account of the expansion of the  restaurantes  populares, 
which had served more than ten million meals since their inception, and 
presented the price control schemes to keep rice and meat affordable to 
broad sectors of the population.50 Uruguay announced the creation of the 
Nutrition Institute, which ran  low- priced restaurants and prepared lunches 
for schoolchildren, but credited mostly the  Pan- American Sanitary Bureau 
with the initiative. In Brazil, the Vargas government had decreed that 
minimum wages were tied to the cost of certain foodstuffs, while Chile, 
Colombia and Peru had implemented price controls for certain commodi-
ties. The newly elected Popular Front government in Chile had also opened 
restaurantes populares and expanded the school breakfast programmes.51 The 
ILO Conference at Havana then accepted a resolution expressing the hope 
that governments, the League of Nations as well as the ILO ‘will render 
full support’ to the conclusions of the Buenos Aires League Conference on 
Nutrition.52 Clearly, proposals and ideas moved around from one interna-
tional organization to another, being discussed at the ILO, the Pan American 
Conferences, as well as at League events.

Latin American reformers tried to avail themselves of the resources of 
the international organizations to deal with the nutrition problem. They 
were successful in obtaining support to diagnose the problems in the form 
of the budget inquiries and price statistics supplied by the ILO, or the 
health  surveys supported by the LNHO. As far as solutions were concerned, 
however, the Latin American countries felt they had to rely on their own 
approaches of state intervention in the form of welfare services and price 
controls. But already in 1939, the beginning of the Second World War made 
clear that national planning might not be sufficient for food policy.

While the Second World War was still wreaking havoc on a good part of 
the world, planning for the  post- war international order was under way in 
1943, when the US government convened the United Nations Conference 
on Food and Agriculture in Hot Springs, Virginia, to discuss problems of 
food and agriculture, with the ultimate goal being ‘freedom from want of 
food’ and the possibilities for all peoples to have access to food ‘suitable and 
adequate for the health and strength of all peoples’.53 Out of this effort 
came the founding of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations, FAO, in 1945. In the  post- war period, the multiple, overlapping 
networks of public health and labour officials that spanned the ILO, the 
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258  Globalizing Social Rights

League of Nations Health Organization, and the  Pan- American Sanitary 
Bureau had to contend with a new protagonist in the world of food and 
nutrition.

Conclusions

Taking the issue of workers’ nutrition as an entry point to investigate the 
creation and circulation of expert knowledge between Geneva and Latin 
America, we see that Latin American reformers in a variety of fields – public 
health, labour, industrial hygiene – appealed to international organiza-
tions to support their work. In their contacts with the ILO and the League, 
individual reformers as well as national institutions sought legitimacy for 
their undertakings. They also attempted to use international standards to 
put their own governments under pressure. ILO Conventions, consumption 
statistics, as well as the organization’s attention to the nutrition problem 
in Europe, were used to help bolster public opinion and justify reform 
projects in Latin America. The League of Nations Health Organization also 
responded several times to Latin American requests for support by helping 
to organize nutrition surveys and discuss dietary standards. The participa-
tion of the LNHO and the ILO contributed to the institutionalization of 
nutrition research throughout Latin America. With regards to food policy, 
many Latin American countries in the 1930s and 1940s chose solutions 
of price control or state invention, measures which were not fully in line 
with the majority views at the ILO or the League. Divergent notions about 
government responsibilities percolated through these international institu-
tions, from ILO conferences to the  Pan- American Sanitary Bureau, from 
 League- sponsored events to ILO conferences, while Latin American reform-
ers appropriated what they thought was most useful for their tasks.
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