


 

 

Since 2020, Anglicare WA has been operating the Emergency Relief and Food 
Access Service in partnership with Foodbank and other providers of emergency 
support, as part of the Financial Counselling Network. 

Anglicare WA welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission as a response to 
the inquiry. The discussion points and recommendations contained within the 
submission have been collated from across Anglicare WA, incorporating the views 
and responses of front-line workers, program managers, researchers, and our 
leadership team.  

Note on definition and approach to food insecurity 

The background notes included with the terms of reference of this inquiry refer to the 
UN Food and Agriculture Organisation’s definition of food insecurity, ie. that it is a 
situation where people lack secure access to sufficient amounts of safe and 
nutritious food for normal growth and development and an active and healthy life.  

However, it is proposed that in seeking the most effective ways for WA to address 
food insecurity, the Government adopts the use of an alternative definition, 
elocuted in the WA Council of Social Services Food Relief Framework Report which 
better recognises the human dignity of those struggling with poverty: 

“A truly dignified food system is one where every individual and family has access to adequate, safe 
and nutritious food without the need for emergency food relief services. Conversely, food insecurity is 
‘the limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods or limited or uncertain 
ability to acquire safe, nutritious food in socially acceptable ways (…without resorting to emergency 
food supplies, scavenging, stealing or other coping strategies).’ 1 

Poverty is the leading cause of food insecurity, and, conversely, food insecurity is a 
symptom of poverty. While there are opportunities to increase the efficiency and/or 
availability of food relief within the State, this is only part of the solution. Our primary 
focus as a community should lie in seeking ways to reduce poverty and eradicate 
demand for emergency food in the first place. Thus, a holistic response requires a 
cohesive set of policies which address both the material aspects of poverty, such as 
ensuring that families have adequate access to income, and those that focus on 
alleviating the stressors and symptoms of living in poverty. 

 

  

 
1 Western Australian Council of Social Service, WA food relief framework. 2019  



 

 

SUMMARY OF ANGLICARE WA RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 Ensure the ongoing use of multi-item measurement tools and/or the Food 
Stress Index to collect, map and measure food insecurity data, inform policy 
and determine appropriate response. 
 

 Implement State-based strategies to reduce cost of living pressures for 
vulnerable populations, eg. by freezing increases in government fees and 
charges for anyone with a Health Care Card. 
 

 Ensure that the calls to action identified in the 100 Families WA report are 
embedded into government policy and practice. 
 

 Immediately increase emergency relief funding through Lotterywest in order 
to meet increased community need.  
 

 Support the delivery of voluntary, co-designed food literacy programs 
alongside food relief. 
 

 Expand funding for the provision of existing school breakfast programs and 
undertake further human centred and evidence-based research into the 
feasibility of other school-based or childcare-based meal programs. 
 

 The State Government lobby the Federal Government to support the increase 
of Parenting Payment, Jobseeker and other related income support 
payments to above the poverty line. 
 

 The State Government lobby the Federal Government to increase the income 
test threshold for JobSeeker and other income support recipients to enable a 
basic livable income.  
 

 Increase the minimum wage to above the Consumer Price Index as a step 
towards a ‘living wage’ model.  
 

 Adopt recommendations included in the WACOSS Food Relief Framework. 
 

 Adopt recommendations included in Anglicare WA’s Reducing Poverty and 
Improving Child Development in WA report. 

  



 

 

ANGLICARE WA RESPONSE TO THE TERMS OF INQUIRY 

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

Extent of the problem  

There is significant discrepancy in estimates of food insecurity in Western Australia, 
and Australia as a whole. One systematic review of 57 food insecurity studies 
indicates that Australian surveys tend to use a single-question measure of food 
insecurity (‘In the last 12 months was there any time you have run out of food and 
not been able to purchase more?’)2. This question is used by the Federal 
Government to collect data for the Australian National Health Survey (NHS). The last 
survey, published in 2015, indicates that, nationally, 4.0% of people lived in a 
household that had run out of food and could not afford to buy more, and 1.5% of 
all Australians were in a household where someone went without food when they 
couldn't afford to buy any more.3 In Western Australia, these figures were higher than 
the national average, sitting at 4.8% and 2.1% respectively. However, not only is the 
NHS data significantly outdated (the results are based on food insecurity surveys 
conducted in the 2011-2012 financial year), but also there is also a growing body of 
research which brings to question its validity. For example, studies by McKechnie, 
Turrell, Giskes and Gallegos (2018)4 and Butcher, O’Sullivan, Ryan and Devine 
(2018)5indicate that single-item measures result in significant under-reporting of food 
insecurity. 

Globally, and in particular across high-income countries, the most commonly used 
scale is the US Department of Agriculture Household Food Security Survey Module 
(USDA-HFSSM). This is a multi-question assessment tool, which includes questions 
relating to food access, availability and utilisation of food. This measure was used in 
a recent Foodbank-commissioned online survey6 , and the resulting Foodbank 
Hunger Report shows levels of food insecurity in Australia to be significantly higher 
than those indicated in the last NHS report. Most notably, the report shows that 11% 
of people in Australia are ‘moderately food insecure’ and a further 17% are ‘severely 
food insecure’. Although state-level statistical data is not available in this report, the 
findings indicate that across Australia, an estimated 1.2 million children are living in 
food insecure households. Figure 1 shows those most likely to experience food 

 
2 McKay F.H., Haines B.C., Dunn M. Measuring and Understanding Food Insecurity in Australia: A Systematic Review. 
Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health. 2019; 16 (3):476. doi: 10.3390/ijerph16030476. 
3  Australian Bureau of Statistics. Australian Health Survey: Nutrition – State and Territory results, 2011-2012.  
4 McKechnie R., Turrell G., Giskes K., Gallegos D. Single-item measure of food insecurity used in the National Health 
Survey may underestimate prevalence in Australia. Aust. N. Z. J. Public Health. 2018;42:389–395. doi: 10.1111/1753-
6405.12812.                          
5 Butcher L.M., O’Sullivan T.A., Ryan M.M., Lo J., Devine A. Utilising a multi-item questionnaire to assess household 
food security in Australia. Health Promot. J. Aust. 2018:1–9. doi: 10.1002/hpja.61.    
6 Foodbank, Foodbank Hunger Report 2021   



 

 

insecurity.  

  

Figure I  Australians more 
likely to experience food 
insecurity. Source: 
Foodbank Hunger Report 
2021 

 

 

In response to the lack of an accurate measure of food insecurity, the WACOSS 
project group working on the state food relief framework oversaw the development 
of the Food Stress Index (FSI). The FSI is a simple tool that allows for geographical 
mapping of food insecurity risks across the state. It combines multiple 
socioeconomic data sets, which measure overall advantage or disadvantage along 
with food affordability. A high FSI means that households need to spend more than 
25% of their weekly disposable income to purchase food that meets a basic healthy 
meal plan, compared to only 14% for households on an average income. 

Findings from initial testing of the FSI show that Indigenous households, those in more 
remote areas of Western Australia and those in the lowest income quintile are most 
likely to suffer food stress (Landrigan et al, 2018)7. These findings are supported by 
reports from food relief stakeholders that the areas identified as most in need are the 
same as those from which they are currently experiencing the greatest demand8. 

Effects of food insecurity on children and young adults 

Food insecurity is associated with a wide range of negative physical, mental and 
social health outcomes. Food insecure households have been shown to consume 
low-cost, poor-quality foods, high in energy, fat, and sugar, and low in nutritional 
value (McKenzie & McKay, 2017)9. These nutrient deficiencies and imbalances 
contribute to metabolic changes, dental problems, weight loss or, paradoxically, 
overweight and obesity.  

There is increasing evidence on the importance of optimal nutrition in the early years 

 
7 Landrigan TJ, Kerr DA, Dhaliwal SS, Pollard CM. Protocol for the Development of a Food Stress Index to Identify 
Households Most at Risk of Food Insecurity in Western Australia. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2018 Dec 29;16(1):79. 
doi: 10.3390/ijerph16010079. 
8 Western Australian Council of Social Service, WA food relief framework. 2019 
9 McKenzie H., McKay F.H. Food as a discretionary item: The impact of welfare payment changes on low-income 
single mother’s food choices and strategies. J. Poverty Soc. Justice. 2017;25:35–48. 
doi:  10.1332/175982716X14822521840954.  



 

 

of life, particularly for early brain development (Cusick & Georgieff, 2016)10. Food 
insecurity is associated with poor general health in children (Cook et al, 2006)11, 
reduced school attendance (Ramsey et al, 2011)12 as well as atypical or 
problematic behaviour, and delayed development (Rose-Jacobs et al, 2008).13  

A recent systematic review of food insecurity studies which involved teenagers 
shows a particularly strong association between food insecurity and adolescent 
mental health, which could be influenced by chronic stress (Dush, 2019)14. Young 
people from food insecure households who undertake tertiary education are twice 
as likely to report only fair or poor general health and three times as likely to have 
deferred their studies due to financial difficulties. Further, at least 80 % of these 
students reported that their studies were compromised (Gallegos, Ramsey & Ong, 
2014)15.  

Anglicare WA staff working with families and young people report that growing up in 
food insecure households have reduced opportunities to try and experiment with 
different foods, and to learn essential skills related to choosing, buying, storing and 
preparing food. This means that as young people become independent, they do so 
with reduced capacity to get the most out of their food budget and maximise the 
nutritional benefits of available food. 

These combined effects of poor nutrition across all years of child and adolescent 
development, along with the burden of inherited low food literacy, contribute to 
chronic physical and mental health issues and lower social and economic 
participation, thus exacerbating existing inequalities and perpetuating the cycle of 
entrenched disadvantage.   

 

Recommendation 

 Ensure the ongoing use of multi-item measurement tools and/or the Food 
Stress Index to collect, map and measure food insecurity data, inform policy 
and determine appropriate response. 

 
10 Cusick SE & Georgieff MK. The role of nutrition in brain development: the golden opportunity of the “first 1000 
days”. The Journal of Pediatrics, 2016:175, pp. 16–21. doi: 10.1016/j.jpeds.2016.05.013. 
11 Cook J.T., Frank D.A., Levenson S.M., Neault N.B., Heeren T.C., Black M.M., Berkowitz C., Casey P.H., Meyers A.F., 
Cutts D.B. Child food insecurity increases risks posed by household food insecurity to young children’s health. J. 
Nutr. 2006;136:1073–1076. doi: 10.1093/jn/136.4.1073. 
12 Ramsey R., Giskes K., Turrell G., Gallegos D. Food insecurity among Australian children: Potential determinants, 
health and developmental consequences. J. Child Health Care. 2011;15:401–416. doi: 10.1177/1367493511423854.   
13 Rose-Jacobs R., Black M.M., Casey P.H., Cook J.T., Cutts D.B., Chilton M., Heeren T., Levenson S.M., Meyers A.F., 
Frank D.A. Household food insecurity: Associations with at-risk infant and toddler 
development. Pediatrics. 2008;121:65–72. doi: 10.1542/peds.2006-3717. 
14 Dush JL. Adolescent food insecurity: A review of contextual and behavioral factors. Public Health Nurs. 2020 
May;37(3):327-338. doi: 10.1111/phn.12708. 
15 Gallegos, Danielle & Ramsey, Rebecca & Wen, Kai. Food insecurity: Is it an issue among tertiary students?. Higher 
Education. 2014:67. doi: 10.1007/s10734-013-9656-2. 



 

 

Challenges for children and young people in accessing enough nutritious food 

The primary reason for food insecurity is material hardship and inadequate financial 
resources. Although Western Australia is performing better than most global 
economies, the benefits of this are not shared equally, and many of the most 
vulnerable people in the community are facing significant hardship despite the 
state’s wealth.  

Stagnant low wages and low working age social security payments, combined with 
dramatically rising rental prices and cost of living pressures, means that WA families 
are increasingly experiencing financial stress16.  That financial hardship is having a 
deep impact on hunger and food insecurity, as demonstrated by 100 Families WA, a 
collaborative project between eight community not-for-profit organisations and 
University of WA. The 100 Families WA longitudinal survey responses from families 
living in entrenched disadvantage across Perth showed this cohort experiences 80% 
and 58% food insecurity at adult and child level respectively, with adults sacrificing 
food and going hungry in order to feed their children 17.  

Western Australian families are experiencing significant and sustained price 
increases. The extent of this was revealed in the latest CPI figures which record an 
annual rise for Perth of 7.6% and a quarterly rise of 3.3%, the largest increase 
compared to any of the capital cities. What is even more concerning is the rise in 
the cost of essential or non-discretionary goods and services – which households 
have little or no capacity to avoid purchasing. Nationally, non-discretionary inflation 
increased by 6.6 per cent from the previous year and 3 per cent from the previous 
quarter, while discretionary inflation increased by 2.7 per cent from the previous year 
and 0.8 per cent from the previous quarter18. Since lower income households, 
especially those on Parenting Payments, Job Seeker and other security benefits, 
spend a greater proportion of their income on essential items, this non-discretionary 
inflation has a particularly significant impact on their capacity to buy food and 
make ends meet. 

The current housing and rental affordability crisis significantly contributes to the 
severity and incidence of food insecurity. Families and young people who are 
sleeping rough, or living in cars, tents and caravans have limited access to store, 
cook and prepare food, while those who are couch surfing or living in overcrowded 

 
16 Western Australian Council of Social Service, Cost of living report, 2021.  
17 100 Families WA is a collaborative research project between Anglicare WA, Jacaranda Community Centre, the 
Centre for Social Impact University of Western Australia (CSI UWA), the UWA Social Policy, Practice and Research 
Consortium, the UWA School of Population and Global Health, Wanslea, Centrecare, Ruah Community Services, 
Uniting WA, Mercycare, and WACOSS. The goal is to develop an ongoing evidence base on poverty, entrenched 
disadvantage and social exclusion in Western Australia that will be used by the policy and practice community in 
Western Australia. See Insights into hardship and disadvantage in Perth, Western Australia: The 100 Families WA 
Report. 2021. 
18 Australian Bureau of Statistics.  Consumer Price Index Australia, March 2022   



 

 

households often report that those who buy the food are not necessarily the ones 
who end up eating it. The threat of homelessness is as much a contributor to hunger 
as the fact of it, with families having to make the choice of paying rent and buying 
food. For those that can keep a roof over their heads, after housing costs many 
families on how incomes have less than $21.50 a day for food and other 
necessities19. 

In response to these issues, Anglicare WA frontline staff working in contexts such as 
Child and Parent Centres report that families are resorting to diverse survival 
strategies, which include but are not limited to:    

 Skipping meals or reducing food portions; 
 Forgoing medical and dental treatments in order to buy food; 
 Substituting fresh and/or nutritionally dense food for cheap, highly 

processed and inferior quality food;  
 Mixing baby formula to less than required strength in order to make it go 

further; 
 Limiting the consumption of protein rich, but relatively costly, products 

such as meat and cheese; 
 Substituting culturally appropriate (eg. Halal) food with cheaper, less 

culturally appropriate options. 

A number of staff have also suggested that the relative visibility and accessibility of 
unhealthy food options (eg. prevalence of suburban fast-food outlets, confectionery 
placed in supermarket checkout aisles) can make it difficult for families and young 
people to make good food choices. 

In remote and regional areas, food security is compromised by a wide range of 
factors, in addition to the ones identified above. These include: 

 High food costs, resulting from high freight costs, irregular food deliveries 
and disrupted cold chain logistics (resulting from commonly occurring 
power outages).  

 Geographical isolation and physical inaccessibility to places from where 
quality, fresh food can be purchased (in particular, fresh fruit and 
vegetables) – or from which emergency food relief can be obtained – 
due to lack of public or private transport and high fuel costs.  

 Limited variety of food, in particular in terms of alternatives to meet allergy 
or other specialist diets 

 Limited facilities to cook, prepare and store food, increasing reliance on 
ready-made, often nutritionally poor foods. 

 
19 Duncan, A. Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre. Behind the line: poverty and disadvantage in Australia 2022.  



 

 

Some of the challenges faced by families living in poverty relate to the navigation of 
available support systems. With the state’s housing crisis forcing many people into 
financial and housing stress for the very first time, Anglicare WA has seen an increase 
in vulnerable first-time help seekers who do not have the knowledge and skills to 
access the support services available to them. Additionally, whilst not specifically 
measuring food relief support, findings from the 100 Families WA report indicate that: 

 Families rely on a mix of formal supports, such as those offered by 
community sector organisations, and informal supports, like friends and 
family. However, some are reluctant or unable to reach out to these 
supports due to physical health conditions, mental health struggles 
(especially being overwhelmed and exhausted by the process of seeking 
support), fear of stigma, shame, and embarrassment, and feeling as 
though others need the support more than they do.   

 More than a quarter of family members who use services that provide 
basic survival needs, such as shelter (homelessness/emergency 
accommodation) and food are not able to access them every time they 
need them.  

 Getting an appointment, and/or getting to a support service, are among 
the most common barriers to accessing support services. Other barriers 
include limits to the number of times one could access a service, limited 
amount of support that could be provided and long wait times. 

 In some cases, family members seeking to access services to fulfil an 
immediate need and find that the assessment processes involve jumping 
through frustrating ‘hoops’ in order to meet their needs (for example, 
putting food on the table). 

 

Recommendations 

 Implement State-based strategies to reduce cost of living pressures for 
vulnerable populations, eg. by freezing increases in government fees and 
charges for anyone with a Health Care Card. 

 Ensure that the calls to action identified in the 100 Families WA report are 
embedded into government policy and practice.  

 
 

The extent to which food relief: 
a. is currently accessed by children and young people, including at school and in 

early childhood education and care settings 
b. is effective 

Food relief across Western Australia comprises multiple direct and indirect services, 



 

 

making it difficult to accurately measure the extent to which it is accessed by 
children and young people. In addition, a significant amount of food relief is hidden, 
since it is offered through informal networks of friends and family. According to 
Rumbling Tummies Child Hunger Report (Foodbank, 2018)20, parents tend to first 
reach out to family and friends to ensure their children have access to food, eg. by 
borrowing money (59%) or taking the children to a family member’s house for a 
meal (38%). Just over half of parents living in food insecure households (54%) seek 
food assistance from a charity. This reluctance to seek out assistance is also 
observed by Anglicare staff, eg. one reports a client saying “Last year I applied for 
assistance, but was too embarrassed to use the service, so the referral expired”. 

For those who do reach out, there is often not enough relief available, with more 
than two in five food insecure Australians requiring more than they currently receive 
to meet their household’s needs21. The Covid-19 pandemic has increased the 
number of people experiencing food insecurity, and the demand for food relief is 
higher than ever. Oz Harvest, one of Australia’s leading food rescue organisations, 
reports a 46% increase in charities needing food since March 202022. Furthermore, 
the effectiveness of food relief is constrained by the limitations in funding, across all 
levels of government. 

Impact and effectiveness of the Emergency Relief and Food Access Service  

In late April 2020, as part of its response to the Covid 19 crisis, the Financial 
Counselling Network23 launched the Emergency Relief Food Access Service (ERFAS). 
The service is operated by Anglicare WA on behalf of the Network and is designed 
to provide an easy access point between individuals seeking emergency relief and 
local emergency relief providers.  

ERFAS is the first service of its kind in Australia and provides a state-wide systems-
based approach to supporting vulnerable clients across Western Australia. ERFAS 
does not hold any emergency relief funding itself, but rather links clients through to 
local agencies and services who can best support their needs.   

Over the first two years of its operation ERFAS supported 15,913 clients (with 9,677 
children) with 20,105 emergency relief pathways worth $839,326. The number of calls 
and clients, along with the type of assistance provided, including food relief, is 
summarised in Figures 2 and 3 below. As can be seen, food has been the primary 
type of relief sought, making up 94% of all assistance provided. 

 
20 Foodbank. Rumbling Tummies Report. 2018.   
21 Foodbank. Foodbank Hunger Report. 2021.   
22 Oz Harvest. https://www.ozharvest.org/food-waste-facts/  
23 The Financial Counselling Network is a partnership of not-for-profits and local government services across the Perth 
metropolitan region who provide advice, assistance and education to people experiencing financial hardship. 
https://www.financialcounsellingnetwork.org.au  



 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Type of assistance provided by the ERFAS,by number of requests. Note the different scale used 
on the left and right axis. Requests for food assistance each month are considerably higher than 

requests for other types of assistance. 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Calls to ERAFS and clients by month.  
Calls include both outgoing and incoming calls, including calls from referral partners and other ER 

organisations. Calls are answered live, unless there is no capacity in the team in which case the caller is 
offered an automatic call back.  Abandoned calls are those that do not opt in for a call back but 

rather hang up. Of  the calls answered, those that are supported with a facilitated referral pathway 
with a partner are captured as clients or repeat clients. Supported calls are those that supported but 

not through a facilitated referral pathway (non ER provision, housing issues etc). 

 

The emergency relief sector can be complex and difficult to navigate given the 
number and types of providers across the state. Whilst existing individuals and families 
accessing emergency relief are familiar with this system, the lack of awareness of 
services becomes a barrier for people new to the need for this form of assistance.  

With a central 1800 number with real time responses from the ERFAS team, callers can 



 

 

immediately speak to someone about their urgent need and be triaged and 
supported according to their need, providing equitable and immediate access to 
support for all across the community, including regional or remote locations.   

The systems-based approach has a number of other benefits, including: 

• Supporting existing Emergency relief and food 
•  providers across the State, reducing the administrative burden and 

allowing for back up phone-based support when and if face-to-face 
delivery isn’t possible. 

• Provides for facilitated pathway options where the required emergency 
relief is delivered to the client electronically by an ER agency or through the 
service without the client having to re-tell their story. 

• Enabling a state-wide measure of demand and demographics to support 
more efficient and timely decision making and identifying gaps in service 
delivery. 

• Allowing for more efficient use of funds with the ability to prioritise types of 
ER for both efficiency and effectiveness.   

In addition to the points above, ERFAS enables a more holistic approach to lessening 
hunger, with a comprehensive referral base for co-occurring issues. (Examples of this 
are illustrated by the two case studies below). This is an important benefit. Food 
insecurity rarely exists in a vacuum, and those who require food relief often have 
complex needs as a consequence of living in entrenched disadvantage (eg. 
domestic violence, housing insecurity, mental health or substance misuse challenges). 
The coordinated nature of ERFAS means that a client’s call to get food – sometimes 
the initial contact that person might have with the service sector – can serve as an 
opportunity to link them with other supports to improve their wellbeing and outcomes. 

However, there is currently insufficient emergency relief funding within the system. As 
the cost of living escalates, we have seen a significant reduction of emergency relief 
funds available given the discontinuation of funding associated with COVID 
initiatives. Over the last few months, the ERFAS service has had to restrict the value of 
funding provided to stretch available emergency relief across more households and 
on several occasions has had to stop providing food relief due to insufficient funds 
available through referral partners.   

Furthermore, despite the efficiencies that were brought in thanks to the ERFAS, it 
must be stressed that the food relief system, on the whole, does not address root 
causes of food insecurity, but instead, helps to mask the structural inequalities which 
drive demand for such services.  

 

 



 

 

 

Case A:  

Single mum living in a caravan park with five children for the previous 12 months. The mother 
contacted the ERFAS team to discuss food assistance and during the assessment the worker 
identified several co-occurring issues, including the need for furniture for new Department of Housing 
property she was moving into the following week. The worker discussed local services who would be 
able to support the client and reached out to the Starting Over Support (SOS) team who were able 
to assist with a full complement of furniture and whitegoods. Due to COVID challenges the volunteers 
from SOS were not able to deliver the furniture for three weeks, and so the worker contacted the 
mother’s case worker at child protection, who assisted with the collection and delivery of the 
furniture in time for her to move into the rental the following week. The ERFAS worker also assisted 
with Foodbank access so that the family could access affordable food going forward.  

 

Case B:  

Lucy (just turned 18) was living in her Mum's car with her four sisters. They had driven to Perth from 
NSW with the hopes of finding work and housing. When Lucy called ERFAS, they were parked in a 
public car park with very little belongings with them. The family called seeking food and housing and 
the worker discussed a number of referral options with her in the hope to link her in with local 
knowledge and services. During the call, the ERFAS worker discussed referrals to the Department of 
Housing (Opening Doors), registered them with Entrypoint, linked them to Home HUB, provided a 
food voucher and ongoing Foodbank referral. Lucy felt heard and empowered to reach out to 
other local services to start their life in Perth.  

 

Recommendation  

 Immediately increase emergency relief funding through Lotterywest in order 
to meet increased community need.  

 

The extent to which food literacy programs aimed at children and young people 
and/or their parents/carers: 

a. are currently accessed 
b. are effective  

‘Food literacy’ describes the everyday practicalities associated with navigating the 
food system to ensure a regular food intake that is consistent with nutrition 
recommendations. The term encompasses a number of components which can be 
categorized across four domains: planning and management, selection, 



 

 

preparation and eating (Vidgen and Gallegos, 2014)24. 

Food literacy programs have been shown to improve skills and dietary behaviors 
which contribute to positive health of vulnerable populations. In WA, Foodbank is 
the leading provider of food literacy education, having delivered more than 5000 
food literacy sessions to over 62,000 vulnerable West Australians over the past 
decade. A recent evaluation of Foodbank’s ‘Food Sensations’ workshops shows that 
the programs are successful at improving vulnerable people’s food literacy skills and 
dietary behaviors.  For example, over 70% of adult participants made at least one 
positive food behaviour change after attending the workshops (Buther, Platts, Le, 
McIntosh, Celenza and Foulkes-Taylor, 2021)25. 

Anglicare WA recognizes that improving food literacy in parents, children and young 
people is an important contributor to lifting people out of poverty. Anglicare clients 
are frequently referred to Foodbank education programs, some of which are hosted 
by Anglicare WA. In addition, the four domains for food literacy education are 
embedded across a wide range of Anglicare WA services, in the broader context of 
housing support, parent support, financial counselling and other programs. This food 
literacy education is delivered at different levels of frequency and formality. Some 
examples include: 

 Young people entering Y Shac crisis accommodation take part in weekly 
menu planning sessions and are placed on a guided cooking roster, through 
which they develop food hygiene, preparation, shopping and cooking skills, 
and develop knowledge of nutrition and food options. 

 Parent groups ran through the Parenting Connections WA program might 
include one-off workshops on topics such as ‘solid starts’ and ‘sensory foods’ 
for babies, ‘healthy eating and sugar intake’ information sessions, or 
occasional themed cooking classes such as ‘cooking with four ingredients or 
less’ or ‘international food’. 

 Fathers and children participating in the Relationships Australia 4Dads 
program hosted at Dudley Park Child and Parent Centre attend a free 
breakfast program, which combines social connection and relationship 
building with food relief with informal modeling of healthy eating behaviours.  

 Families who access financial counselling get targeted advice on food 
budgeting, shopping and interpreting food labels.  

 Young people living at Foyer Oxford can access cooking classes run by 
volunteers, which provide opportunities for developing cooking skills while 
building social connections. 

 
24 Vidgen HA, Gallegos D. Defining food literacy and its components. Appetite. 2014 May;76:50-9. doi: 
10.1016/j.appet.2014.01.010. 
25 Butcher LM, Platts JR, Le N, McIntosh MM, Celenza CA, Foulkes-Taylor F. Can addressing food literacy across the 
life cycle improve the health of vulnerable populations? A case study approach. Health Promot J Austr. 2021 Feb;32 
Suppl 1:5-16. doi: 10.1002/hpja.414. 



 

 

The diversity, different levels of formality, and the level to which food literacy is 
integrated within the holistic support offered to Anglicare WA clients means that it is 
difficult to accurately assess the full ‘extent’ to which this type of support is provided. 
There are also many instances in which information about shopping, cooking and 
nutrition is provided informally by staff who do not necessarily have explicit training in 
nutrition. This would be the case across many parts of the community sector. 

Our staff report that, although some clients ‘just want a food voucher and run’, 
accessing food literacy education programs along with food relief builds capacity 
and resilience, empowering recipients to be able to do more with the resources that 
they do have in the future. Co-delivery of voluntary food literacy programs offered 
alongside food relief is therefore highly recommended. 

Food literacy programs are particularly valuable because they provide an 
opportunity to ‘catch up’ on skills for life that participants might have missed out on 
as a result of growing up in food insecure households. Anglicare WA staff working 
with young people say that limited prior exposure to healthy foods is a significant 
roadblock to developing food literacy and healthier eating habits. For example, a 
teenager arriving to a crisis accommodation might only have familiarity with a very 
narrow selection of highly processed foods (eg. pizza or frozen fish fingers). Attempts 
to encourage cooking and eating new healthy, but unfamiliar foods (eg. lentils or 
chickpeas) is met with resistance. Hence a slow, gradual process is required, such as 
moving from chicken nuggets to chicken and salad, or showing how to cook familiar 
(but processed) foods from scratch.  

These observations are reflected in a recent study by Begley, Paynter, Butcher and 
Dhaliwal (2019) which examined the association between food literacy and food 
insecurity. Begley et al conclude that food insecure participants may respond 
differently to food literacy programs. Thus, it is considered that there is value in more 
empirical research to better inform program design26.  

Recommendation 

 Support the delivery of voluntary, co-designed food literacy programs 
alongside food relief. 

 

Government-funded school lunch programs  

As already noted above, a lack of adequate food has a negative impact on 
learning and child behaviour. Therefore, provision of food relief to food insecure 

 
26 Begley A, Paynter E, Butcher LM, Dhaliwal SS. Examining the Association between Food Literacy and Food 
Insecurity. Nutrients. 2019;11(2):445. Published 2019 Feb 20. doi:10.3390/nu11020445 



 

 

children has the dual benefit of helping students to learn, and helping teachers 
teach. 

School lunch programs are relatively rare in Australia, where school-based food relief 
tends to take the form of free breakfasts rather than lunches. The benefits of these 
programs, largely delivered by Foodbank, are well recognised27. Anglicare WA 
supports the scaling of these initiatives, as Foodbank’s School Breakfast Program 
reaches 21,000 students a week28 yet in 2021 280,390 children were enrolled in 
primary school 29. It is important to note that the provision of fresh produce, such as 
bread, fresh fruit and yoghurt within Foodbank’s program to areas outside of the 
Metro region is limited depending on availability. Other place-based breakfast 
programs rely on volunteer labour and local emergency food relief donation which 
cannot always be relied upon.    

Although Anglicare WA is not directly involved in the provision of school lunch or 
breakfast programs, it recognises the value of existing breakfast initiatives. 

Recommendation 

 Expand funding for the provision of existing school breakfast programs and 
undertake further human centred and evidence-based research into the 
feasibility of other school-based or childcare-based meal programs. 

 

Other potential initiatives  

The largest numbers of people seeking food assistance are doing so because they 
are struggling to afford daily necessities on a small income. 

Without taking away from the importance of food relief and food literacy education 
programs, it is contended that the single most effective response the State 
Government can do to combat food insecurity is to ensure adequate minimum 
wage levels, and to lobby the Federal government to increase income and 
parenting supports. Doing so would decrease the demand for food relief services 
and diminish the need for administratively burdensome and complex food relief 
system. 

The potential impact of increased household income was explicitly demonstrated by 
the temporary increase in Centrelink supports during 2020/2021. 

 
27 Foodbank. School breakfast and Food Sensations for Schools programs evaluation reports.  
28 Foodbank: School breakfast program celebrates 21 years in WA.  
29  



 

 

In March 2020, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Federal Government 
introduced a Coronavirus Supplement for people on JobSeeker or Parenting 
Payment. Initially the supplement was $550 per fortnight on top of the base 
payment, which was later reduced to $150 per fortnight before being withdrawn 
completely in March 2021.  

To explore the material and non-material impact of the additional payments 
Anglicare WA asked 55 parents about the impact the Coronavirus supplement was 
having on their lives, in June 2020.  Sixty-five percent (65%) said that the Supplement 
was helping them catch up on bills including rent, utilities, paying off fines, and 
reducing credit card debt, and almost half (49%) mentioned being able to purchase 
more and better-quality food. Prior to receiving the supplement some parents had 
to skip meals so that their children could eat. Another parent remarked, ‘Not being 
able to eat healthy all the time was a huge challenge, as it was not affordable and 
[I] could only substitute with frozen and/or tinned food.’  Parents talked about being 
able to bulk shop with the supplement, making it easier to feed large families. One 
parent said they were now able to ‘feed the family for the whole fortnight. We can 
afford fruits and vegetables to cater [for] everyone every day especially as I am 
diabetic’.  These parents were acutely aware of the importance of nutritious food for 
their children, and many of them were making sacrifices with their own nutrition to 
feed their children.  

In addition to the material benefits of catching up on bills, many parents talked 
about how the additional income affected their and their children’s well-being, such 
as being able to afford sport activities, dental and allied health treatments, and 
being able to improve social connections, like attending birthday parties. Parents 
remarked on the relief they felt with 45% citing a reduction in stress and fear as a 
result of receiving the supplement. The sense of relief was often talked about in terms 
of not having to make trade-offs, for example between food and rent, or medicine 
and food. One parent described the supplement as ‘heaven sent’. They said, ‘When 
I receive a bill I don't shake when I open it. I am now able to pay these. To be able 
to eat nutritious food instead of cheap take away’. Another parent remarked on 
being able to ‘breathe a bit better’.  

While the additional COVID-related financial support was short-lived, it provides a 
glimpse into how an increase in income has a deep and meaningful impact on 
families’ food security and on their broader physical, social and emotional 
wellbeing.  

 

Recommendations 

 The State Government lobby the Federal Government to support the increase 



 

 

of Parenting Payment, Jobseeker and other related income support 
payments to above the poverty line. 

 The State Government lobby the Federal Government to increase the income 
test threshold for JobSeeker and other income support recipients to enable a 
basic liveable income.  

 Increase the minimum wage to above the Consumer Price Index as a step 
towards a ‘living wage’ model.  

 

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

As a signatory to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Australia has 
committed to ensuring: 

• Every child has the right to be born well and to be cared and raised well. 
• Every child has the right to have proper care and importance from other 

people. 
• Every child has the right to have everything he or she needs for a better 

life. 

Addressing food insecurity is critical to deliver on these promises. Anglicare WA 
endorses the recommendations by WA Council of Social Services, contained within 
the 2019 WA Food Relief Framework30.  The Framework concludes that in order to 
ensure food relief is provided in an effective, well-coordinated and adequately 
resourced way, it requires: 

• Proactive government leadership. 
• The development and adequate resourcing of a nutrition focused food 

relief policy. 
• Evidence-based and sustained funding for greater efficacy in service 

delivery. 
• Strengthening of the role for and relationships with local governments  

Notably, the way forward requires a fundamental recognition that the food relief 
system masks structural inequalities which drive the demand for it. Food insecurity is 
rooted in poverty and is not a personal choice. As such it requires whole of 
community action to fight both the material and the non-material aspects of 
hardship and adversity.   

As part of its response to the present inquiry on the most effective ways for the state 
to address food insecurity for children and young people, Anglicare WA wishes to 

 
30 Western Australian Council of Social Service, WA food relief framework. 2019 



 

 

draw the Committee’s attention to the recently published Reducing Poverty and 
Improving Child Development in WA (Garwood, Simpson and Kunzli, 2021)31. The 
report identifies four strategic responses to child poverty in WA, which address both 
the need to provide additional financial resources for children and their families, and 
to address the distress of living in poverty.  

Taken together, these policies would lift thousands of children and young people out 
of disadvantage – and by this, out of food insecurity - and provide them and their 
families with immediate support, while laying the groundwork for future gains in 
community health, education and wellbeing.  

These strategies include: 

• Provision of adequate income support for families 
• Universal access to high quality play-based early childhood education 

and care  
• Provision of targeted early intervention supports  
• Prioritising the rights of children and their development, health and 

wellbeing. 

A summary version of this report is included in this submission as an appendix.  

Recommendations  

 Adopt recommendations included in the WACOSS Food Relief Framework. 
 

 Adopt recommendations included in Anglicare WA’s Reducing Poverty and 
Improving Child Development in WA report. 

 

Please direct any enquires to Mark Glasson at  . 

 

Kind regards  
 
 

Mark Glasson 

Chief Executive Officer 

  

 
31 Garwood, S. Simpson, W. Kunzli. M. Reducing Poverty and Improving Child Development in WA. 2021. 
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Reducing Poverty and Improving Child Development in WA - Snapshot 2

All children in WA deserve to have the best start to 

life. Yet, there are over 94,000 children in WA living in 

poverty. The rate of child poverty in WA has been steadily 

rising, with the third highest poverty rate in Australia.  

The rate of children in WA living in severe poverty, 

WHAT IS THE IMPACT OF POVERTY ON CHILD DEVELOPMENT? 

The Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) 

assesses children as they begin their first year of 

full-time school across five domains: physical health 

and wellbeing, social competence, emotional 

maturity, language and cognitive skills, and 

communication skills and general knowledge. 

Children living in disadvantaged areas of WA 

experience high rates of developmental vulnerability 

with 1 in 5 children assessed as developmentally 

vulnerable on two or more of the five domains. 

Research from Harvard University’s Center on the 

Developing Child and other international studies 

shows us children’s early experiences matter to 

brain development and lifelong health. Early child 

development, family and social environments 

impact on an individual’s mental and physical 

health, learning and behaviour throughout life. 

“THERE ARE OVER 
94,000 CHILDREN 
IN WESTERN 
AUSTRALIA  
LIVING IN 
POVERTY.”

defined as living in a household with income at or 

below 30% of median income, has risen substantially 

over the last decade. WA rates poorly against 

national measurements of severe poverty with 

11.4% of children in WA living in severe poverty in 

2017/18 compared to the national rate of 6.7%..   

 

Poverty affects children’s development in material 

ways, for example by limiting access to good, quality 

food and adequate housing, as well as in non-

material ways, by putting parents and caregivers 

under undue distress. The first is related to the 

financial resources of the family i.e. their ability to 

provide goods and services required for healthy 

child development. The second is related to the 

detrimental effects of exposure to environmental 

stressors. For example, parents in economic hardship 

may experience psychological distress and increased 

conflict within the home, which can contribute 

to harsh, inconsistent or detached parenting.  

A multi-dimensional approach to conceptualising 

poverty is required to understand how poverty 

is experienced in society. A multi-dimensional 

approach incorporates more than a measurement 

of material poverty and considers non-material 

poverty including social isolation, inadequate 

education, poor health and low self-confidence.  

These factors are often compounded to shape and 

deepen children‘s experiences of deprivation.   

WHAT CAN BE DONE?

While child poverty in WA is extensive, the 

solutions are straight forward. We’ve seen 

glimpses of them implemented already, here and 

elsewhere. However, they require political will and 

a sustained commitment to prioritise children.   

1. Adequate income support for families  

The current level of income support is well 

below the poverty line. Rates of JobSeeker and 

Parenting Payments were briefly increased in 

2020 as an economic response to Covid-19, 

before being returned below the poverty line. 

Anglicare WA conducted a survey of parents 

who received the increased payments. 

 

Parents who received the increases described 

how the additional income helped them catch 

up on bills including rent, utilities, paying off 

fines, and reducing credit card debt. 
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2. Universal access to high quality play-based 
Early Childhood Education and Care    

The Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) sector 

provides a range of services for children based on 

their age and their education, care and development 

needs. Australia’s out-of-pocket childcare costs are 

high by international standards and largely borne 

upfront at the point of service. Bankwest Curtin 

Economics Centre’s Early Learning Disadvantage 

Index, shows ‘children living in the most disadvantaged 

communities across Australia are far less likely to 

attend the required 15 hours of preschool and more 

likely to become developmentally vulnerable in 

their first five years of life.’  Any focus on ECEC must 

include provisions for high quality, play-based care 

that supports strong adult-child engagement. Further 

research is needed in the area of what works, why, and 

for whom in early childhood education and care.

3. Targeted early intervention supports   

Providing adequate income support for families 

and making childcare more affordable will address 

the material aspects of poverty. However, relieving 

parental stress through the provision of quality 

support in the community has also been shown to 

have a positive impact on children’s development. 

While not explicitly focused on reducing material 

poverty, many parenting programs address the 

stressors parents face when experiencing financial 

hardship and the impact on families and children’s 

development. Such parenting programs should be 

available to parents regardless of income or location.

4. Prioritise the rights of children and their 
development, health and wellbeing  

There is a range of other State and Federal 

Government policies that could be implemented to 

ensure children’s health, wellbeing and development. 

Such policies include appointing a Minister for 

Children, developing a Child Wellbeing Strategy, 

the implementation of Child Impact Assessments, 

and the introduction of a Child Poverty Reduction 

Bill.  These policies are aimed at prioritising children’s 

needs and ensuring accountability by governments 

when implementing policies that affect children.  

Implementing these policies and programs would 

lift thousands of children out of poverty in WA and 

provide the foundations needed for the future 

health and wellbeing of our state. For the full 

report, see anglicarewa.org.au/childpoverty2021

“For the first time in 
6 years, I was not at 
risk of homelessness, 
having to go without 
food or knowing 
how to pay utilities.”

Parent, 2020

One parent said, ‘For the first time in 6 years, I was 

not at risk of homelessness, having to go without food 

or knowing how to pay utilities’. Another said, ‘I’ve 

been able to sleep better at night and my personal 

relationships and mental state have improved so much’. 

From the parents who shared their stories with 

Anglicare WA, the Coronavirus Supplement had a 

deep and meaningful impact on their families’ financial 

health. It also had an impact on parents’ social and 

emotional well-being with some of the persistent 

stress and anxiety lifted for a short time. There is 

strong community support for increasing the rate of 

JobSeeker for parents. 78% support an increase, with 

33% suggesting the rate should be slightly higher 

and 45% supporting a rate that was much higher. 
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