
FOOD SECURITY  
In Australian Rural and Remote Communities 



Food security 
• What is food security 
• The rural and remote context 
• The health impact 
• Down stream and Up stream solutions 
• Moving to a constructive engagement nationally 



What is food security? 
• The World Food Programme (a UN body) defines food 

security as having three key features: 
• The availability of food consistently 
• Being able to access sufficient quantities of food 
• The food consumed should have a positive nutritional impact. 

 
• People are considered food secure when they have 

availability and adequate access at all times to sufficient, 
safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active life. 
 

• Source: https://www.wfp.org/node/359289  



Food security in Australia 
• Based on 2012 data, Australia produces about 93% of its 

daily food needs. 
• But Australia also has some of the longest supply lines in 

the world, subject to significant seasonal issues including 
cyclones, flooding and fires. 

• For remote communities at the end of supply lines,  
consistent access to an affordable diet can be 
challenging. 



Why food security is an issue in rural and 
remote Australia 
• Salaries are on average 15% lower than in major cities 
• More people on welfare than in major cities 
• If you can’t afford healthy food, you eat what you can 

afford – obesity can be an outcome of food insecurity 
• The 2 Primary Health Networks with the highest rates of 

overweight and obesity are Country South Australia 
(73.3%) and Western NSW (71.1%) 

• We can’t address overweight and obesity without 
addressing the cost of a healthy diet. 



What is the extent of food insecurity? 
• For non-Indigenous Australians: 

• around 8% of 2-3 year olds experience food insecurity;  
• around 5% of older age groups up to 30 years old experience food 

insecurity;  
• 4% of 31-50 year olds experience food insecurity; and  
• 2% of people older than 51 experience food insecurity 

• For Indigenous Australians: 
• around 23% of 2-3 year olds experience food insecurity;  
• 22% of 31-50 year olds experience food insecurity; and  
• 18% of people older than 51 experience food insecurity 



Data 
• Australian Health Survey says about 4% of population is 

food insecure 
• Doesn’t sample in remote and very remote communities 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey shows 
up to 29% of households in very remote communities are 
food insecure 
• Also has sampling issues – household measurement doesn’t 

translate well into the numbers affected 
• State and Territory Surveys also show higher levels of 

food insecurity 
• Some only count people aged over 16 



Who goes hungry? 
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Estimates of jurisdictional food insecurity 
• The percentage of people 2 years or older who report 

food insecurity varies substantially based on the National 
Nutrition and Physical Activity Survey results: 
• NSW 3.3%  
• Vic 3.7%  
• Qld 5.2%  
• SA 3.0%  
• WA 4.8%  
• Tas 5.8%  
• NT 4.7%   
• ACT 3.6%  



NSW State data 
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Health impacts 
• Pregnant women and infants – low birth weight, 

gestational diabetes, inability to return to pre-pregnancy 
weight and increased risk of major depression and 
anxiety.  

• Infants and children – malnutrition, higher infant mortality 
rates, higher rates of hospitalisation due to respiratory 
and gastrointestinal infections, iron deficiency and 
impaired growth and cognitive development 

• Older children – growing rates of obesity, poor schooling 
outcomes and behavioural and emotional problems 
 



How food insecurity affects health 
• Increased levels of overweight and obesity lead to higher 

rates of chronic disease 
• Food insecurity makes achieving good control of diabetes 

difficult, making poor outcomes from sequelae of diabetes 
more likely 

• Is there a link between food insecurity in childhood and 
early onset dementia?  In 2014, Li et al suggested food 
insecurity may be a factor and while this is highly 
controversial, it certainly needs further exploration. 



The cost of food 
• One of the most difficult issues to solve is the high cost of 

food in rural and remote communities. 
• Recently, the cost of a lettuce at IGA Wilcannia was $3. In 

Canberra it was $1.50 
• Recently, the cost of oranges at IGA Wilcannia was $4/kg. In 

Canberra it was $2.30/kg 
• Healthy food basket surveys are undertaken in each 

jurisdiction to track the cost of food but aren’t getting cut 
through to impact national policy discussion 
 



Possible data fixes 
• Fund sampling in remote and very remote and increase 

the sample size 
• Task one agency with bringing together national and 

state/territory data  
• Collect more than economic data on food security 



Upstream v downstream 
• By this I mean whether we address food security using a 

prevention approach or respond to an existing problem. 
• Food Aid, in Australia delivered by Food Banks do a 

brilliant job, but they are responding to a growing issue. 
• We need to intervene before the problem develops – 

Food Ladder has given us examples of this and there are 
some great school based programs and other programs 
scattered around the country. 

 



Future actions? 
• 1. A National Food Security Strategy 

 
• 2. The National Food Security Strategy includes an appropriately funded research 

agenda that addresses: 
• i. Economic research into the cost of food insecurity in Australia today and modelling the 
• benefits of different policy interventions. 
• ii. Agricultural research into improved productivity and increased yields, improved pest and 
• weed management, better use of water resources and development of crops that adapt to 
• variable climatic conditions. 
• iii. Innovative approaches to addressing food insecurity and translation of successful models 
• into different community settings. 
• iv. Longitudinal research on the effect of food insecurity on children over the life course. 
• v. Regular communication of the range and status of research projects and emerging issues 
• in food security research. 



Future actions? 
• 3. A review of the adequacy of statistical collections measuring 

food insecurity in Australia by Commonwealth, state and 
territory governments. 
 

• 4. Adjustment of sampling methodologies for surveys 
measuring food security in Australia to ensure data from 
remote and very remote participants is collected for analysis 
and reporting. Additional questions could be included to 
improve the sensitivity of measures of food security. 
 

• 5. The annual conduct and reporting of a National Healthy 
Basket Survey, with results analysed by remoteness area. The 
foods included should reflect the needs of nursing mothers and 
children aged up to 3 years of age. 
 



Future actions? 
• 6. The inclusion of food security in national policy discussions 

about tax, the environment, trade and income support. 
 

• 7. The development of policies addressing food insecurity that 
consider and respond to both its causes and effects. 
 

• 8. Reporting on national rates of food security coordinated by a 
single agency, working with all jurisdictions. 
 

• 9. Promoting food security as part of a coordinated national 
approach to addressing poverty and inequality. 
 



Future actions? 
• 10. Making available small start-up grants (e.g. up to $5000) to 

support local community action to address food insecurity. Activities 
funded could include development of a local community garden 
and/or kitchen, establishing a local farmers’ market, and establishing 
a community cooperative to support the sale of locally grown produce. 
 

• 11. Should subsidisation of healthy foods be considered, options to 
fund the subsidy could be developed by an independent agency, such 
as the Productivity Commission, and may include consideration of a 
'food levy' applied to energy-dense foods to support the distribution of 
healthy foods into rural and remote communities. 
 

• 12. Recognising that not-for-profit and charitable food aid is one 
approach to addressing food insecurity but should not be the only 
approach supported. 
 



Constructive engagement 
• We need to get agriculture, social security, education and 

trade at the table – not just health 
• We need to speak in economic terms and have the data 

to argue economically for the need to address food 
security. 

• We need to speak in numbers not percentages – 1.23 
million to 1.96 million people is harder to ignore than 5-
8%. 

• Context – 1.96 million is bigger than Adelaide and almost 
as big as Brisbane 


