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10 June 2022 
 
 
Mrs R.M.J Clarke, MLA 
Chair  
Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People 
Parliament House 
4 Harvest Terrace 
West Perth WA 6005 
 
 

Dear Mrs R.M.J Clarke, 

Re: The most effective ways for Western Australia to address food insecurity for children 
and young people affected by poverty. 

I write on behalf of the Australian Health Promotion Association Ltd (AHPA®) (WA Branch), to 
support the inquiry into the most effective ways for Western Australia to address food 
insecurity for children and young people affected by poverty.  

The Australian Health Promotion Association Ltd (AHPA®) is the peak body for health 
promotion in Australia, and the only dedicated professional association specifically for people 
interested or involved in the practice, research and study of health promotion. It aims to 
advance the health of all people in Australia through leadership, advocacy and support for 
health promotion action in practice, research, evaluation and policy.  

AHPA advocates for the development of healthy living, working and recreational 
environments for all people. It also supports the participation of communities and groups in 
decisions that affect their health. The Association supports more than 1000 members and 
subscribers, from government departments and agencies, universities, non-government 
organisations, community-based organisations and groups, private companies and industries, 
and students. Health promotion not only embraces actions directed at strengthening the skills 
and capabilities of individuals but also actions directed towards changing social, 
environmental, political and economic conditions to alleviate their impact on populations and 
individual health. The World Health Organization defines health promotion as the process of 
enabling people to increase control over the determinants of health and thereby improve 
their health. Creating environments that make the healthier, safer choice easier for people is 
a core health promotion approach.  
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AHPA WA’s key recommendations relating to this inquiry are: 

 Support for trainee teachers to be educated in the importance of food literacy 

knowledge and skills. 

 More food relief for youth and young people.  

 More food literacy programs for youth outside of the school setting. Many programs 

are school based. These adolescents are at very high risk of food insecurity. 

 More food literacy programs for parents/care givers of youth. Most are focussed on 

young children or primary school aged children.  

 School lunch programs reduce food insecurity and ensure nutritional equity for all. 

Principles must be followed to ensure success of school lunch programs as well as 

strong policy. 

 Accurate measuring of food insecurity in adults and children in the state of WA. 

 

The impact of poor nutrition on children and young people and the extent of the problem 
in Western Australia: 

What we eat from birth, has a significant impact on our health and wellbeing (Child and 
Adolescent Health Service [CAHS], 2019). Healthy eating in childhood is critical for children 
and young people’s physical and mental development (Epidemiology Directorate, 2021). 
Research shows eating a wide variety of nutritious foods and limiting the consumption of fatty 
and sugary foods are critical to healthy development and growth (CAHS, 2019). In 2020, while 
75% of Western Australian children aged 2 to 15 years, met the recommended guidelines for 
consumption of fruit, only 12.2% ate sufficient daily serves of vegetables (Epidemiology 
Directorate, 2021). Additionally, an estimated 40% of children consumed meals from fast food 
outlets once or twice a week, and 56% ate sweet snacks three or more times a week 
(Epidemiology Directorate, 2021).  

Poor nutrition in childhood and adolescence is not only linked to the incidence of many 
common childhood conditions such as iron-deficiency and anaemia, tooth decay and vitamin 
D deficiency, but may also lead to the development of chronic diseases later in life (CAHS, 
2019). This includes coronary heart disease, type 2 diabetes, musculoskeletal disorders, 
stroke and some cancers (Epidemiology Directorate, 2021; CAHS, 2019). In addition to 
affecting children’s physical health, there is a growing body of research showing that what 
children eat can also affect their mood, mental health and learning (Healthy Eating Advisory 
Service [HEAS], 2019). Evidence suggests that eating a healthy and nutritious diet can improve 
mental health, enhance cognitive skills such as concentration and memory, and improve 
academic performance (HEAS, 2019; Burrows et al., 2017). Conversely, eating too many 
nutritionally-poor foods and drinks that are high in added fats, sugars and salts have been 
linked to emotional and behavioural problems (HEAS, 2019). Additionally, there is also 
evidence to suggest that children and adolescents who go without food and experience 
hunger may have more outbursts and tantrums, reduced happiness, become more agitated 
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and irritable, and may act up at school or at home as a result of not having enough food 
(Foodbank, 2018). Going hungry and experiencing food insecurity is a common occurrence for 
many children.   

 

Challenges for children and young people in accessing enough nutritious food: 

Food security is a complex, wicked, multifactorial issue that refers to the reliable access to 
sufficient food to live a healthy life (Godrich et al., 2017). It is typically defined as having four 
pillars; (i) food availability, (ii) access, (iii) utilisation, and (iv) stability (Rewa et al., 2020). Food 
insecurity arises when access is restricted or uncertain (Godrich et al., 2017). According to a 
2018 report on child hunger by Foodbank Australia, it is more likely for a child to live in a food 
insecure household than an adult (Foodbank, 2018). While 15% of adults in Australia live in a 
food insecure household, more than one in five children (22%) experience these conditions 
(Foodbank, 2018). Some households are more vulnerable than others as many Western 
Australians do not have equal and reliable access to affordable nutritious and good quality 
foods. Children from low-income families are vulnerable to food insecurity, especially in 
remote areas (Godrich et al., 2017). Those living in remote areas are particularly impacted by 
increased food costs due to high freight costs (Godrich et al., 2017). Additionally, food 
insecurity is also more likely to occur in households with younger parents and single parents 
(Foodbank, 2018).   

More often than not, food insecurity is framed as an issue encountered by an individual 
without acknowledging the systemic causes of food insecurity (WA Council of Social Service 
[WACOSS], 2019). Several factors can act as barriers to parents and their children accessing 
nutritious food. For example, factors that influence the supply of food include, the location of 
food outlets and their availability, as well as the price, quality, variety, and promotion of food 
products (e.g., advertisement of junk foods vs healthy foods for children) (South Metropolitan 
Population Health Unit [SMPHU], 2014).  

Additionally, in terms of access to food, financial resources, the distance and transport 
required to access shops, the knowledge, skills and preferences of parents buying their 
children food, availability of storage, preparation and cooking facilities, time and mobility, 
and social support, are all factors that also influence food security/insecurity (SMPHU, 2014). 
The cost of living is one of the main causes of household food insecurity (Foodbank, 2018). In 
households with children under the age of 15, unexpected expenses or large bills (52%) and 
housing payments (38%) were identified as two of the most prominent causes of food 
insecurity (Foodbank, 2018). Among parents living in food insecure households, one in three 
(32%) say their children do not have enough to eat at least once a month because they cannot 
afford to buy enough food, one in five (22%) say their children go a whole day without eating 
any fresh food at least once a week, and almost one in ten (9%) say their children go a whole 
day without eating at all at least once a week (Foodbank 2018).  

These figures are concerning and warrants action as childhood is a critical period for which 

the foundations for health are established. Monitoring and addressing food insecurity should 
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therefore be treated as the duty of the State in order to protect and enhance child health and 

wellbeing. Evidence has shown food assistance supports and programs have provided 

significant benefits for families and children/adolescents experiencing food insecurity. This 

submission will discuss current initiatives and their effectiveness, in addition to exploring 

potential future initiatives that may further enhance Western Australia’s ability to address 

food insecurity among children and young people, particularly those affected by poverty.  

 

The extent to which food relief is a) currently accessed by children and young people, 
including at school and in early childhood education and care settings and b) is effective.  

Access to food relief programs in Western Australia is currently limited to initiatives available 
via Foodbank, or small independently run local initiatives that are not financially supported 
by the government.  

Foodbank is Australia’s largest food relief organisation and is also the largest supporter of 
school breakfast programs, providing meals to 2,000 schools nationally (Foodbank, 2022). 
Currently, Foodbank provides regular breakfast to approximately 21,000 students every week 
in Western Australia, equating to around 2.2 million serves per year, indicating that this 
service is well-accessed by the young people in school settings.  

Foodbank supplies food products to schools free of charge, enabling students’ equal 
opportunity to receive a wholesome, nutritious breakfast on a regular basis. Participating 
schools can access a range of perishable and non-perishable foods. Schools can participate in 
the Foodbank school breakfast program at their own discretion. Implementation of the 
initiative requites access to a commercial kitchen and/or canteen, and volunteers, usually 
parents, to run the program, which is a barrier to implementation for many areas.  

As of 2020, there were 416 Western Australian schools running a school breakfast program, 
with almost 50% of these being in the metropolitan area (Begley & Bird, 2020). Of these 
participating schools, 50.2% were primary school, 16.6% high school and 8.9% remote 
community schools (Begley & Bird, 2020).  

In addition to the school breakfast program supported by Foodbank, children and young 
people can access food relief provided by Foodbank, by contacting participating charity 
organisations who have partnered with Foodbank to distribute food relief (Foodbank, 2022). 
There are currently 480 registered charities who can provide food relief to people in need 
(Foodbank, 2022). There is insufficient data to determine the number of children and young 
people accessing food relief via Foodbank’s charity partners and there are significant barriers 
to children and young people accessing food relief from Foodbank. To access food relief, the 
individual must call The Emergency Relief and Food Access Service or visit the website and 
establish a connection with a charity and be given a referral which entitles the individual to 
shop from a Foodbank branch, charity branch or mobile Foodbank (Foodbank, 2022).  
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There are six Foodbank branches in Western Australia located in Perth, Mandurah, Albany, 
Bunbury, Geraldton, and Kalgoorlie. This indicates that high-priority areas such as the Pilbara 
and Kimberley do not have access to a Foodbank branch to access food relief. While the 
branches provide a valuable service to the community, it is not always practicable or 
accessible for children and young people, as accessing food relief using this system requires 
the individual to have access to a phone, transport, identification documentation and an 
EFTPOS card with funds available.  

The limited access to publicly available data and evaluation of food relief programs in Western 
Australia, makes it difficult to determine the efficacy and reach of these programs. It is 
unknown exactly how many children benefit from food relief programs in Western Australia, 
but there are gaps in the availability of food relief, especially in regional and remote areas. 
There is little to no evaluation data available to determine the efficacy of independently run 
food relief initiatives that are not supported by large organisations such as Foodbank.  

There is evidence showing that school breakfast programs are a strong initiative within school 
settings, especially primary schools, however there are gaps in meeting the needs of 
adolescents and young adults outside of these school settings. We recommend that accessing 
food relief be made a more simplified process for children and young people, by minimising 
the current eligibility criteria. AHPA also encourages more schools to participate in the school 
breakfast program, to increase reach and access and ensure that more children have access 
to a healthy, nutritious breakfast.  

The extent to which food literacy programs aimed at children and young people and/or 
their parents/carers (a) are currently accessed and (b) are effective:  

Food literacy refers to the planning and management of food, selection of food, preparation 
of food and eating of food (Nutrition Australia, 2020). In Australia, there are several programs 
for children, youth, adults and parents to help their increase their knowledge and food literacy 
skills. Food Bank offers several food literacy programs for the WA community. The ‘Food 
Sensations for Schools’ program is delivered Kindergartens to Year 12 with the aim of 
improving students’ knowledge, attitudes, and skills to eat healthier. Evaluation amongst 
secondary schools revealed that the program significantly increased students’ food literacy 
knowledge and confidence in cooking skills (Begley & Bird, 2020). Despite these significant 
increases, the program was predominantly run in metropolitan schools, with 72% being 
primary schools (Begley & Bird, 2020).  

The ‘Food Sensations’ program is available for parents and carers of children aged 0 – 5 years 
and for adults too. However, to our knowledge, no evaluation is publicly available. Another 
program offered by Food Bank is the ‘Fuel Your Future’ program. This program provides free 
food literacy and cooking skills to youth aged 12 – 18 years in regional and remote areas of 
the Pilbara. However, to our knowledge, no evaluation is publicly available. Cancer Council 
WA also provide the free ‘Packed with Goodness’ program for parents of primary school 
students to help them pack a healthy lunchbox. However, to our knowledge, no evaluation is 
publicly available. 
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A unique program ran by the EON Foundation is the ‘Thriving Communities’ program. This 
program supports remote Aboriginal schools and communities in northern WA to build edible 
gardens to ensure a secure supply of fresh fruit and vegetables. The Foundation also partners 
with the schools and communities to deliver gardening and nutrition education sessions. 
Evaluation from 2017 showed that the program increased students’ knowledge of nutrition, 
and the students reported that they enjoyed growing fruit and vegetables and cooking 
healthy food (EON Foundation Inc, 2017). 

The limited evaluation publicly available makes it difficult to determine the reach and 
effectiveness of these food literacy programs. However, it appears that most food literacy 
programs are utilised by primary schools or are targeted at the parents of primary school 
children. Given that adolescence is an important time when food habits are formed, we 
strongly recommend that more food literacy programs are made available to youth. It is also 
important to note that a lot of food literacy programs are delivered through the schools. Not 
all young people attend schools and there is the need to offer these programs in another 
setting. Programs such as Food Bank’s ‘Fuel Your Future’ and the EON Foundation’s ‘Thriving 
Communities’ take into consideration the barriers of living remotely and regionally, and 
programs like these should be considered for regional and remote areas of WA.  

 

Government-funded school lunch programs:  

Studies have shown children’s nutrient consumption to be problematic, and school lunch 
programs that adhere to strict nutrition guidelines considerably improve the nutrition intake 
of children, of which many health and economic benefits are seen. Some of these are height, 
length of schooling, university attendance, and lifetime earning capacity. Other effects 
included improving household finances and increasing female labour supply as making school 
meals was no longer required (Lundborg and Rooth, 2022). 
 
Hock et al, 2022, found through the 2019 International Food Policy Study Youth Survey that 
the more comprehensive national school lunch and nutrition policies were, the greater 
participation in school meal programs, as well as healthier dietary intake from the school 
lunch.  
 
A natural experiment in South Korea where a free school lunch program was cancelled and 
reintroduced one year later found many health benefits on BMI and mental health for 
students in this province (Bethmann et al, 2022). BMI’s dropped by 1.3% after the 12 month 
period of no lunch program, and rose by 1.7% after the reintroduction. It also showed that 
underweight females continued to lose weight without the lunch program, and overweight 
males and females lost weight with the reintroduction of the program (Bethmann et al, 2022). 
 
Mental health improvements were also seen with the reintroduction of the lunch program 
with the study noting students were less stressed when the free school lunch programs was 
in operation (Bethmann et al, 2022). 
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Students participating in a Swedish school lunch program from 1959-1969 were found to have 
reduced socioeconomic inequalities in adulthood, and overall had a 3% greater life time 
earnings, and this effect was much greater for students from low socio economic status 
(Lundborg and Rooth, 2022). 
 
School lunch programs are also shown to close the high-quality nutritional intake gap 
between students from different socio-economic backgrounds (Bethmann et al, 2022). 
 
Studies pre and post school attendance from the COVID-19 pandemic in America found that 
many areas participating in the National School Lunch Program, particularly those of low socio 
economic status, ate more calories and less nutrients during the first wave of the pandemic. 
Calcium and vitamin D were particularly under consumed which are essential nutrients for 
normal growth and development (Hecht et al, 2022). 
 
Overall, the evidence suggests that school lunch programs increase the nutritional profile in 
children which has immediate effects with school learning and behaviour, as well as other 
health improvements such as lifetime earning capacity and overall health and wellbeing. And 
these improvements are seen ever more so in children from low socio economic backgrounds. 
 
AHPA suggests school lunch programs’ success would be based upon the following principles: 

 Whole of school program (food equality for all) 

 School lunches are on average more nutritious than home made lunches 

 The school lunch program is support by strong policy (focussing on accessibility, 

nutrition and cost) 

 Adequate infrastructure and training for staff, ensuring sustainability of the school 

lunch program. 

 

Western Australia’s obligations and responsibilities to monitor and address food insecurity 
as an aspect of child wellbeing: 

AHPA WA Branch supports the following strategies as a means to monitor and address food 
insecurity as an aspect of child well being in WA: 

 A statewide Child Wellbeing strategy that includes the basic requirement of nutritious 

food as a minimum indicator of success. 

 Support for trainee teachers to be educated in the importance of food literacy 

knowledge and skills. 

 More food relief for youth and young people.  

 More food literacy programs for youth outside of the school setting. Many programs 

are school based. These adolescents are at very high risk of food insecurity. 

 More food literacy programs for parents/care givers of youth. Most are focussed on 

young children or primary school aged children.  



 
 

AHPA is a registered trademark of the Australian Health Promotion Association www.healthpromotion.org.au 

 

 School lunch programs reduce food insecurity and ensure nutritional equity for all. 

Principles must be followed to ensure success of school lunch programs as well as 

strong policy. 

 Accurate measuring of food insecurity in adults and children in the state of WA. 

 

AHPA WA thank you for the opportunity to submit this information. We would like to provide 
support for and interest in being part of the consultation and development of forthcoming 
actions from this inquiry and is willing to contribute its professional support, advocacy and 
knowledge relating to health promotion and prevention in future action.  

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Carl Heslop 
President 
AHPA WA Branch 
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