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Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)* 
 
 

Article 1 
 

All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and 
conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood. 

 
Article 2 
 

Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any 
kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, 
property, birth or other status. Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, 
jurisdictional or international status of the country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be 
independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any other limitation of sovereignty. 

 

Article 25 
 

(1) Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of  
           himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary  
            social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability,  
            widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control. 

(2) Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. All children, whether  
            born in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social protection. 

 
 

*UN (1948, 2017a) 

 

 
 

Definition of food security* 
 

“Food security, at the individual, household, national, regional and global levels 
[is achieved] when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access 

to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs 
and food preferences for an active and healthy life” 

 
*FAO (1996) 
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Preface 
 

Australia’s Right to Food Coalition (RtFC)* exists to improve the mental and physical health and wellbeing 
of all Australians, by working to ensure equitable access to nutritious food.  We are a Coalition of 
organisations, practitioners, researchers and community workers united in our cause (Barbour, 2016).  We 
adhere to the same principles (RtFC, 2016) espoused in the review “The Human Right to Food” in the 
Australian context (Rose et al, 2016). 
 
It is recognised that human rights policies have evolved over time and must continue to do so.   This 
present document has been prepared to resource the RtFC in its future activities.  Another resource 
document “The Human Right to food and water.  Australian examples of specific food security strategies” 
(Wood et al, 2018) provides some known examples of strategies for further investigation and 
implementation. 

 
There are numerous current and future opportunities which could and should allow us all collectively to 
respect, protect and fulfil the human right to adequate food and water across Australia. 
 
The food security of the human species requires continual serious and direct attention to maintain the 
health and survival of all over time. The principles of food security are universal and perpetual throughout  
life for every living thing.  
 
The RtFC acknowledges the support of Professor Bebe Loff in our endeavours to improve food security and 
the human right to food and water in Australia. 
 
 
 

NOTE:  All websites have been accessed in 2018 unless otherwise stated 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
____________________________ 
*RtFC.  https://righttofood.org.au/ 

https://righttofood.org.au/
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Food and water security are universal, perpetual and continuous human rights across the life span.  
Australians have a common sense approach to these rights but most do not fully understand their 
significance to their health and wellbeing.  In a country full of food, food insecurity is often invisible to, or 
denied by the majority of the population who have adequate entitlements. 
 
This draft resource document addresses the inalienable human right to adequate and perpetual food and 
water for every person in Australia throughout their lives.  This food and water will be safe, culturally 
appropriate, affordable, accessible and from dignified mainstream sources.  The Right to Food Coalition 
considers that current policies should work towards extension at all levels of societal responsibility for the 
human right to food and water (RtFC, 2016). 
 
Efforts to improve food security need to become the inter-sectoral core business of bipartisan government 
at all levels.  All Governments are obligated to ensure bipartisan and full adherence to Universal Human 
Rights including the right to adequate food and water.  They share the responsibility for development of 
common policies and strategies across jurisdictions and settings.    
 
The RtFC strategic direction is moving towards a population based systems approach to food and water 
security, because the problems of dependent and vulnerable groups (estimate 40% of the population) 
cannot be fixed easily or permanently without it.  The responsibility for the human right to food and water 
is shared by many policy areas and many disciplines.   
 
Another publication – “Australian examples of specific food service strategies” (Wood et al, 2018a) provides 
some known examples and is a resource for further strategic investigation and implementation to support 
and improve food security in Australia.  In this document, it became clear that it has been Federal and State 
Governments that have funded most examples of specific food security strategies in the settings of Primary 
Health Care and Community Health, Local Government, Not-for-Profit and Charitable Organisations and 
Professional Organisations and Tertiary Teaching Institutions and Universities.   
 
There has been promising evolution and evidence of increasing awareness in Governments (three levels) 
(Sections 4.0-6.0) over time (years).  There is now more willingness to address population, community and 
population food security issues.  This needs to continue to evolve and expand, and is expected to do so as 
understanding widens and deepens and the multiple benefits to all of the population becomes clearer.    
 
Food and water are basic human rights.  Responsibility is shared by us all and affected by many different 
levels of activity in different sectors.  Democratic accountability demands an individual, household, 
community and whole of government response to achieve human rights to food and water security for all.  
Only Government political will, policy and actions, with organisations outside government and  vigorous 
community movements  will together make the changes over time that are urgently needed to support the 
human right to food and water and food security for all now and in the future.  
 
The recognition and fulfilment of our moral and legal obligations to achievable human rights for food and 
water security in Australia apply to the three levels of government, the commercial food chain system, 
communities and citizens, and to non-government and philanthropic organisations and educational 
institutions and professional organisations.   

 
 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the human right to food and water security 
 
 
The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (refer Appendix 4) can be summarised as a “universal call to 
action to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and prosperity.”   
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“The SDGs reflect Australia’s values and belief in a ‘fair go’, and Australia is committed to the 2030 Agenda, 
including the SDGs.   Australia is one of many member countries taking part in the 2018 voluntary national 
review of these goals (UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2018).  In the brief Australian report,   
concern was expressed about difficult long-standing policy challenges with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples (health and wellbeing, economic, justice) and new challenges such as assisting workers in a 
time of technological and industrial change. 
 
The goals (UN IAEG-SDGs, 2016) provide an accepted generic model for the matrix of future policies and 
strategies required if the challenge to improve food and water security and human rights is to be achieved 
in Australia.    
 
Perpetual ethical and moral obligations are required.  They can draw significantly from expertise 
disseminated by the United Nations’ Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food (UN General Assembly, 2014).   
 
Security about economics, transport, food, water and health are not separate worlds.  Their collective 
achievement requires inter-sectoral understanding and collaboration and co-operation at all levels.   
 
Collectively, we need to ensure that all populations, families and individuals across Australia have access to 
healthy and nutritious food and water continuously throughout life, in an equitable and dignified way 
through mainstream food supplies and without resource to emergency supplies such as Community 
Services and Food Banks.  
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1.0  INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Historically, governments have prioritized economic growth over reducing inequality (ACOSS, 2015) and 
improving the mental and physical health of the population. The harsh reality is that climate change and 
loss of agricultural land to urban sprawl are all threatening the future stability of Australia’s food supply 
(Eastley, 2013; PMSEIC, 2010).    
 
There is deterioration and shrinkage of agricultural lands, loss of skills in growing local food, and 
introduction of temporary solutions such as more fertilizers, restriction of seed diversity and genetic 
engineering.  Not least of all, the export of cereals and meats represent the vast export of our water 
supplies (through agriculture requirements growing food, and the actual water content of foods and 
beverages).   
 
In the face of an apparently abundant food supply, Australia faces food security issues and meeting its 
obligations to the population on their right to food (Langford, 1999).  “Australia has a hungry underbelly.  
Many Australians are poor and many of the poor are hungry, the available evidence suggests hunger is on 
the rise in the lucky country” (Wilson, 1997).  
 
In future, the RtFC expects there to be imperatives and events which increasingly and adversely affect food 
security: 

1) Water shortages. 
2) Oil-petrol shortages. 
3) Global warming. 
4) Pandemics. 
5) Food and land resource shrinkage. 
6) Disasters - emergencies (natural, man-made). 
7) Increased relative poverty and health inequalities. 
 

To produce enough food (and water) we must have a functioning ecosystem in a resilient and sustainable 
environment and to distribute food in an equitable democratic fashion.  Current food chain supply systems 
are not sustainable and already failing many people in the population.   
 
If Australia has the capacity to be nationally self-sufficient in food and water, it is more problematic when 
this level of sufficiency is viewed at the levels of State, Regional and Local Governments, communities, 
households and individuals.  The majority of us are totally dependent on the commercial food supply but 
overcome the many barriers to it by having sufficient entitlements (income, personal transport, health, 
education) and/or family or carer supports. 
 
Individuals and households are at the end-point of the food system supply chain, with little power to 
influence it, other than their buying power, advocacy and voting influences on Governments, Services, and 
other Organisations (delayed over time).  Short-term survival will naturally take precedent over long-term 
survival for individuals and households.  Under usual circumstances, this has negative implications for the 
motivation of local people to advocate at an individual/community level in the long term.  
 
Economic and physical access and transport to nutritious food is a challenge to many individuals, 
households and communities in cities, towns, rural and remote areas.  Effective inter-sectoral policies and 
programs will help everyone in Australia to achieve their human right to eat well, no matter where we live. 
 
High level inter-sectoral planning and policy is urgently required – to link regional, local and community 
governance and planning, health planning, housing strategies, transport strategies so that they support 
food security through environments for health.  All of these linked strategies (and more) will be needed to 
improve equity in food security. 
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The concept of Human Rights and the right to food for us all, makes good sense and is well established 
globally but awareness and strategies to support it are currently inequitable and inadequate in Australia.   
 
The human right to water has been recognized more recently (UN General Assembly, 2010) in human rights 
theory and practice, including water allocation [agriculture], water access [all purposes, including drinking] 
and urban and rural water reform, as related to the right to sanitation and to food safety.   
 
All individuals on the planet are exceedingly vulnerable but the majority are unaware of their vulnerability.  
There is an undeniable link between food, nutrition, mental and physical health and wellbeing on a daily 
and perpetual basis throughout life.   In extreme deprivation, all individuals, without exception, will die in 
the absence of air (4-6 minutes), and/or the absence of drinking water (24-36 hours), and/or no dietary 
thiamin (Vitamin B-1) (4-6 weeks and/or no dietary Vitamin C (6 weeks) and/or complete absence of food 
(starvation). 
  
Every individual throughout the life cycle, without exception, is vulnerable to food insecurity issues.  From 
birth, the infant has the right to be breast fed, and the right to food and water continues unabated and 
perpetually through infancy, childhood, adult life and ageing to death for every individual. 
 
Food insecurity has been associated with lower household income, poorer general health, increased health-
care utilisation and depression. These associations remain after adjustment for age, gender and household 
income.   In food insecure households there are increased risks of developmental issues in children and 
adverse impacts on family relationships.  Food insecurity can have a major impact on both short-term and 
long-term physical and mental health.   Food insecurity increases the risk of chronic disease for all age 
groups, especially women.   Food insecurity can increase the risk of conditions such as cardiovascular 
disease, obesity and diabetes (Gowda et al, 2012; Gucciardi et al, 2009; Pan et al, 2012) and impede the 
successful management of these chronic illnesses (Grilo et al, 2015; Silverman et al, 2015).   
 
The definition of food security and its four main dimensions are commonly used as a proxy to assess 
whether the human right to food and water is being met (refer Figure 1).   For food security objectives to be 
realized, all four dimensions must be fulfilled simultaneously. 
 

Figure 1:  The FAO four dimensions of food and nutrition security* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1) Physical AVAILABILITY of food 

Food availability addresses the “supply side” of food security and is determined by the level of food 
production, stock levels and net trade. 

 

2) Economic and physical ACCESS to food 
An adequate supply of food at the national or international level does not in itself guarantee household 
level food security. Concerns about insufficient food access have resulted in a greater policy focus on 
incomes, expenditure, markets and prices in achieving food security objectives.  

 

3) Food UTILIZATION 
Utilization is commonly understood as the way the body makes the most of various nutrients in the food. 
Sufficient energy and nutrient intake by individuals is the result of good care and feeding practices, food 
preparation, diversity of the diet and intra-household distribution of food. Combined with good biological 
utilization of food consumed, this determines the nutritional status of individuals. 
 

4)  STABILITY of the other three dimensions over time 
Even if your food intake is adequate today, you are still considered to be food insecure if you have 
inadequate access to food on a periodic basis, risking a deterioration of your nutritional status. Adverse 
weather conditions, political instability, or economic factors (unemployment, rising food prices) may have 
an impact on your food security status. 

 

*FAO (2008); Gross et al (2000) 
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The aim of this background paper is to summarise some of the current resources in Australia for the 
inalienable human right to adequate and perpetual food and water for every person in Australia 
throughout their lives.  This food and water will be safe, culturally appropriate, affordable and accessible 
from mainstream sources.   The measurable indicator of food security is frequently used as a proxy in the 
context of the human right to food and water, and is used in these documents. 
 
It is recognised that human rights policies have evolved over time and must continue to do so.   This outline 
of Australian responsibilities for the human right to food and water has been assembled by review of 
relevant literature in Australia and elsewhere, and is Version 1 of a resource for researchers and 
practitioners.   
 

Unlike other developed countries (Canada, European Union, Ireland, New Zealand, South Africa, United 
Kingdom,  United States of America), Australia does not have a Charter of Human Rights (Gilbert+Tobin 
Centre of Public Law, [2018a]), but several Australian States do (refer Section 5.0).  
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2.0  INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS LAW 
 
 

The concept of human rights recognises universal, inalienable, interdependent, indivisible and interrelated 
rights necessary for the wellbeing of individuals and humanity.  These are perpetual.  The founding 
statement of these rights is the United Nations (UN) 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 
(UN, 1948), which includes the right of every person “to an adequate standard of living for himself and his 
family, including adequate food, clothing and housing.”  
 
It is essential for individuals and populations to have safe and clean drinking water and food for basic 
needs.  This is fundamentally dependent on the right to water and sanitation (Langford, 2005; Langford & 
Russell, 2017).   
 
What is known as the International Bill of Human Rights (https://www.humanrights.gov.au/human-rights-
explained-fact-sheet-5the-international-bill-rights) consists of the following: 

 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (1948; 2017) 
 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) (1966)  
 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (1966) 
 Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
 Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (2008) 
 Convention Concerning Discrimination in Respect of Employment and Occupation (ILO 111) 
 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities  
 Convention on the Rights of the Child 
 Declaration of the Rights of the Child 
 Declaration on the Rights of Disabled Persons 
 Declaration on the Rights of Mentally Retarded Persons 
 Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on 
      Religion or Belief  

 
While the UDHR is not legally binding under international law, it has led to the development and ratification 
of subsequent international and national conventions that are binding.  

 
The United Nations has an Information Centre in Canberra which provides information and services to 
Oceania (UN, 2018). 
 
 
 

  

https://www.humanrights.gov.au/human-rights-explained-fact-sheet-5the-international-bill-rights
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/human-rights-explained-fact-sheet-5the-international-bill-rights
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C111
http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/ahrca1986373/sch3.html
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/RightsOfDisabledPersons.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/RightsOfMentallyRetardedPersons.aspx
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3.0  AUSTRALIA’S INTERNATIONAL OBLIGATIONS 
     THE GLOBAL RIGHT  TO FOOD AND WATER 

 
 

Australia advocates a comprehensive international approach to food security that targets the immediate 
needs of the poorest, while also strengthening the foundations of long-term global food security (Australian 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade ([2017]). 
 
Most of Australia’s immediate humanitarian food assistance is delivered through international agencies 
such as the World Food Programme (WFP) and the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO).  Overseas development assistance is provided through the Australian Centre for International 
Agricultural Research (ACIAR).  The latter helps improve agricultural outcomes, improve food trade and 
distribution, and increase the ability of the poor to access food by increasing incomes and improving 
economic growth.  ACIAR includes AIFSRC (Australian International Food Security Research Centre).  This 
Centre aims to strengthen the Australian Government’s contribution to global food security. 
 
AustralianAid assessment of our relationship with FAO has been reviewed (Australian Government, 2012a). 
 
Held by Australia in the international setting, these concepts are no different to those which are required to 
be applied nationally and equitably across the wide brown land of Australia. 
 
 

The basic human right to food and water is universal and perpetual over time and space 
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4.0  FEDERAL GOVERNMENT 
 
Australia is a signatory to a number of International Codes, including the following: 

 CODEX Alimentarius   

 Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion   

 Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

 World Health Organisation International Code of Marketing of Breast Milk Substitutes 

 World Declaration and Plan of Action on Nutrition  

 World Trade Organisation Agreement on Agriculture 
 
Australia has also ratified many International Labour Organisation (ILO) conventions.   The ILO provides key 
information documents with their ratification by country and convention: 
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:11001:::NO::: 
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12001:::NO:::   
 
Many of these Codes affect the food security of the Australian population in positive and/or negative ways. 

 
As a founding member of the United Nations, Australia assisted in the 1948 development of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights which embraces, economic, political and social rights – including the right to 
food and water (UN, 1948; 2017a).   
 
FAO/WHO held an International Conference on Nutrition in Rome in 1992.  A ‘World declaration and plan 
of action on nutrition’ (WHO, 1993) was unanimously made to improve food security in the world.  Since 
then, there has been implementation of the declaration (FAO, 2002).  Each of the participating countries 
including Australia affirmed their determination ‘to ensure nutritional well-being for all people.’   
 
The Australian delegation made a presentation to the World Food Summit in 1992 (Anon, 1993).  The head 
of the Australian delegation was Dr Miller, of the Department of Primary Industries.  He told the 
Conference delegates that ‘food security embraced issues of supply, quality, safety, variety and the 
knowledge needed to ensure the nourishment of human life’(Anon, 1993).  Australia tabled a supporting 
statement on its stance on world nutrition and hunger, including reference to the National Food and 
Nutrition Policy, Australia’s Aid Program, and the special needs of Indigenous peoples.   
 
Australia attended the World Food Summit in 1996, and again in 2002, when the Summit recommended 
that 'We specifically urge governments to review their ongoing national food security policies with a view to 
filling gaps, identifying new initiatives, removing implementation obstacles and streamlining inter-
ministerial and inter-departmental policy initiatives' (FAO, 2002).    
 
Annual World Food Summits continue to be held, and in August 2018 (Denmark, http://bfmp.dk/), the 
focus is about “getting governments, the private sector and civil society to re-think the food system, and 
act together to mobilize and empower the 7.6 billion individuals around the world to transform our 
common world.” 

 
The Australian Government has assigned The Australian Human Rights Commission a defined brief on 
Human Rights in Australia (refer Section 4.1).    
 

 

  

http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:11001:::NO
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12001:::NO
http://bfmp.dk/
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4.1   THE AUSTRALIAN HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION (AHRC) 
 
 
The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (renamed the Australian Human Rights Commission 
in 2008) was established by the Australian Government under the “Australian Human Rights Commission 
Act 1986” (AHRC, 2013; 2017a) which requires it to execute particular functions (see Figure 2).     
 

Figure 2:  Australian Government functions under the  
“Australian Human Rights Commission Act 1986” * ** 

 
 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) – 1948 (signatory, 1948)   # 

 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)    

 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) – 1966 (ratified, 1976)       # 

 Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) – 1979  (ratified, 1983) # 

 Convention concerning Discrimination in Respect of Employment and Occupation (ILO 111)   (ratified, 1973)  

 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (ratified, 1990)    # 

 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (ratified, 2008)    # 

 Declaration of the Rights of the Child – 1989  

 Declaration on the Rights of Disabled Persons 

 Declaration on the Rights of Mentally Retarded Persons, and 

 Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief 
 
*http://www8.austlii.edu.au/cgi-bin/viewdb/au/legis/cth/consol_act/ahrca1986373/ 
**AHRC (2013);   # Australian constitutionally recognised international Instruments related to the right to food (FAO, 2018a)    
 

 
 
There are three levels of obligations on UN Member States with regards all human rights: to respect (not to 
impede existing access to adequate food); to protect (ensure that third parties do not deprive individuals of 
access to adequate food); and to fulfil.  The obligation to fulfil in the first instance is an obligation to 
facilitate, which “means the State must pro-actively engage in activities intended to strengthen people’s 
access to and utilization of resources and means to ensure their livelihood, including food security.” (UN  
Committee on Economic, Cultural and Social Rights, 1999).  In the second instance it is an obligation to 
provide, i.e. to guarantee access to adequate food when “an individual or group is unable, for reasons 
beyond their control, to enjoy the right to adequate food.”  
 
More generally, all UN Member States must implement measures to improve food production, 
conservation and distribution, and ensure an equitable distribution of world food supplies in relation to 
need. “Progressive realisation” acknowledges that change takes time, but that countries must demonstrate 
they are taking steps toward the full realisation of rights to the maximum of their available resources.  
 
General public information is provided on these rights (AHRC, 2018a) and most of us probably consider that 
human rights are important, but they are often inactive or easily eroded and frequently invisible.  We have 
not legally protected them in Australia and we need to do so (Robertson, 2009).   A good overview of 
human rights in the Australian context has been provided (Stratton, 2017).   Australia is now the only 
democratic country in the world without a national Bill of Rights (Williams, 2006). 
 
The fundamental human right to water in Australia has already been seen as an important issue to be 
addressed and has been discussed by the Consumer Law Centre Victoria (Stewart, 2005) and Good (2011).   
 
The major content of the human right to adequate food is set out in ICESCR, Article 11 (see Figure 3) of the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 1966 (UN General Assembly, 2017). 
Ratified by Australia in 1976, Article 11 requires first, that all State Parties take immediate steps to 
guarantee the right to freedom from hunger for all persons in their jurisdiction; and secondly, that all state 

http://www.comlaw.gov.au/comlaw/management.nsf/lookupindexpagesbyid/IP200401635?OpenDocument
http://www.comlaw.gov.au/comlaw/management.nsf/lookupindexpagesbyid/IP200401635?OpenDocument
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Pages/Language.aspx?LangID=eng
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CCPR.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CESCR.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CEDAW.aspx
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C111
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities-2.html
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/ahrca1986373/sch3.html
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/RightsOfDisabledPersons.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/RightsOfMentallyRetardedPersons.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/ReligionOrBelief.aspx
http://www8.austlii.edu.au/cgi-bin/viewdb/au/legis/cth/consol_act/ahrca1986373/
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parties take appropriate steps towards the “progressive realization of the right to adequate food” (FAO, 
2005). 
 

Figure 3:  International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) Article 11* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Australia has become a State party to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights by 
way of ratification (FAO, 2018a) (Refer Figure 4).  This gives Australia obligations under International Rights 
law in regard to food, clothing and also housing (ICESR, Article 11) (Nicholson, 2004), but the ICESCR is not 
part of Australian domestic law and is not scheduled to, or declared under, the Australian Human Rights 
Commission Act 1986.   Our ICESCR obligation has been discussed in legal terms (Good, 2011).  
 
Ratification of rights alone does not make a convention enforceable in the Australian courts.  Laws relating 
to the provisions of the CRC exist, but the direct rights set out in the CESCR do not. There are no domestic 
legal remedies through which the Australian community can compel governments to meet their ICESCR 
obligations, and implementing legislation must be passed as soon as possible.  
 

Figure 4:  UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR)* 

 
“6.  The right to adequate food is realized when every man, woman and child, alone or in community with 
others, have physical and economic access at all times to adequate food or means for its procurement. The right 
to adequate food shall therefore not be interpreted in a narrow or restrictive sense which equates it with a 
minimum package of calories, proteins and other specific nutrients. The right to adequate food will have to be 
realized progressively. However, States have a core obligation to take the necessary action to mitigate and 
alleviate hunger as provided for in paragraph 2 of article 11, even in times of natural or other disasters.” 
 
*UN CESCR (1999)  

 

 
Economic, social and cultural rights are difficult to define and enforce, and together with the perception 
that they are a “demand” on a Government rather than a “freedom” from Government, it has been argued 
by Western countries that they are not true rights.  These concepts have been discussed by Austin (1995) in 
relation to adequate housing. 
 
FAO recognises that some member States are reluctant to be a signatory to ICESCR, and have published 
voluntary guidelines to support progressive realization of the right to adequate food in the context national 
food security (FAO, 2005).  Australia appears to be moving in the right direction (Wood et al, 2018a), but 
not quickly enough for more than 4% of households (873 000 individuals) in the population (Appendix 3). 

 
1)  The States Parties to the present Covenant recognise the right of everyone to an adequate standard of 

living for himself and his family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous 
improvement of living conditions. The States Parties will take appropriate steps to ensure the realisation 
of this right, recognising to this effect the essential importance of international co-operation based on 
free consent. 

2)   The States Parties to the present Covenant, recognising the fundamental right of everyone to be free 
from hunger, shall take, individually and through international co-operation, the measures, including 
specific programmes, which are needed: 

        (a) To improve methods of production, conservation and distribution of food by making full use of 
technical and scientific knowledge, by disseminating knowledge of the principles of nutrition and by 
developing or reforming agrarian systems in such a way as to achieve the most efficient development 
and utilisation of natural resources; 

        (b) Taking into account the problems of both food-importing and food-exporting countries, to ensure an 
equitable distribution of world food supplies in relation to need. 

 
*UN General Assembly (1976); AHRC [2018b]   
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The UN drafted an “Optional Protocol” to the ICESCR, which provides an international forum for individual 
complaints to be made to the UN Committee (United Nations General Assembly, 2008; Langford et al, 
2016).  An outline of the ICESCR and its Optional  Protocol (Alston, 1994c), together with the original UN 
Office of the High Commission for Human Rights Manual on Human Rights Reporting Under Six Major 
International Human Rights Instruments (UN -OHCHR, 1997), provides clarity on the reporting obligations of 
nations who sign up to both.  
 
Many countries have not been willing to adopt the ICESCR and its Optional Protocol for many reasons 
including the ideological struggles between Communism and Capitalism, a lack of expertise in the area and 
an economic rather than a not-negotiable position (Alston, 1994a)  
 
The Optional Protocol to ICESCR provides a mechanism by which these obligations can be legally enforced, 
but unlike many other treaties (including the CRC), the ICESCR is not declared under the Australian Human 
Rights Commission Act 1986, which means that the AHRC has no jurisdiction to hear and comment on cases 
relating to it (UN General Assembly, 2008).   
 
The ICESCR requires the government to submit periodic reports to the UN on its progress (see Figure 5), 
which provide a degree of international scrutiny; however without a complaints mechanism the role of the 
UN is limited to commentary on areas for improvement.    
 
Unfortunately, Australia has not yet signed this Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (Hartland, 2005).  Signing would give the general population a means 
of reporting difficulties to the AHRC and would require the Government to report internationally at 
intervals on the status of these Rights. 
 

Figure 5:  UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  Reporting guidelines* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
B.  The right to adequate food 
44. Provide information on the measures taken to ensure the availability of affordable food in 

quantity and quality sufficient to satisfy the dietary needs of everyone, free from adverse 
substances, and culturally acceptable. 

45. Indicate the measures taken to disseminate knowledge of the principles of nutrition, including of 
healthy diets. 

46. Indicate the measures taken to promote equality of access by the disadvantaged and 
marginalized individuals and groups, including landless peasants and persons belonging to 
minorities, to food, land, credit, natural resources and technology for food production. 

47. Indicate whether the State party has adopted or envisages the adoption, within a specified time 
frame, 

         of the ‘Voluntary Guidelines to support the progressive realization of the right to adequate food 
in 

         the context of national food security.’  If not, explain the reasons why. 
 
C.  The right to water 

        48. Indicate: 
        (a)  The measures taken to ensure adequate and affordable access to water that is sufficient and 

safe for 
               personal and domestic uses for everyone; 
              (b)The percentage of households without access to sufficient and safe water in the dwelling or 

within its  
               immediate vicinity, disaggregated by region and urban/rural population and the measures taken 

to improve  
               the situation; 
          (c)  The measures taken to ensure that water services, whether privately or publicly provided, are 
                Affordable for everyone; and 
                (d) The system in place to monitor water quality. 
 
*UN HRI (2009) 
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The last Australian report on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (UN Economic and Social Council, 2016) 
did not refer to the human right to food and water.   The only reference to food security was in the Non-
Government submission report.  It referred to the Newstart allowance and youth allowance being below 
the poverty line, with 40% of students surveyed reporting regularly going without food or other necessities 
(Australian Government, 2014), when the ICESCR subsequently made recommendation to Australia on the 
need for a comprehensive inquiry on the issues of justice for youth employment.  
  

Increasing numbers of Australians are living with or precariously near food insecurity and homelessness, 
despite the fact that Australia has become more prosperous as a whole (ACOSS, 2015).  In these 
circumstances, Australian Governments are not meeting their commitment to guarantee the fundamental 
right to freedom from hunger across the country, in an equitable way across the population.   
 
It is important to acknowledge the interdependence of rights and to advocate for inclusions of the ICESCR 
in Australian Human Rights legislation.  In the absence of ICESCR from the Australian Commission on 
Human Rights Act 1986, civil and political rights become symbolic and far more difficult to achieve, for 
example: 

 Adequate clothing and housing:  achievement of rights to privacy, freedom of expression and religious belief 

 Adequate food:  achievement of rights to food security and health and wellbeing for all  

 
In a Victorian Seminar on “Health and human rights,” the continuum of health and human right issues from 
the individual to the relationship between the Government and its citizens was presented and discussed 
(Moodie, 1995).  A National Charter for Health has been proposed and includes targets (whole population, 
priority population groups) for key indicators such as food security (Harper and Oldenburg, 2009). 
 
Guidance tools for assessing compatibility with Human Rights have been provided to persons who have a 
role in Commonwealth legislation, policy and programs (Attorney-General’s Department, 2018a).   This 
Department (2018b) also provides public sector guidance sheets with information on the rights and 
freedoms in the seven core international human rights treaties to which Australia is a party, including 
ICESCR.   There are many public sector guidance sheets which relate to the human right to food and water 
but do not provide direct guidance for it.  These related sheets include the right to education, the right to 
an adequate standard of living, including food, water and housing, the right to health, the right to social 
security and the right to enjoy and benefit from culture. 
 
Federal legislation supports the functions of Australian Department of Social Services (2017a), which  
provides family and disability assistance (money, food etc.) to those in need.  There is a direct range of 
government benefits, payments, pensions and support service (Medicare, Centrelink, Child Supports, 
through the Department of Human Services and the Department of Veteran’s Affairs (Australian 
Department of Social Services [2017b].  
 
An important aspect of food security is the Federal Government commitment to focus on resources for 
Australian Food Standards (FSANZ, 2017ab), which include food safety.  FSANZ develops and disseminates 
the Food Standards Code [policies and procedures] in consultation with professional experts, the food 
supply sector and State and Territory Governments. Food standards and food safety are only a small part of 
food security in Australia and  Government commitment and control of food safety (three levels of 
government) is resource rich and labour intensive compared to the relatively scant government attention 
paid to other aspects of food security in the population.  

 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
 
In Australia, there is a fundamental absence of the failure of recognition for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples in the Constitution (AHRC, 2017c).  The current dialogue about constitutional reform in 
Australia is consistent with working towards achieving the requirements of the UN Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (AHRC, 2017a).   
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As it is for all peoples, the human right to food and water for Indigenous peoples is automatically included 
in the UN Declaration of Human Rights Article 25 (UN, 1948; 2017a).   
 
The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UN, 2017b ; UN Division for Social Policy and 
Development - Indigenous Peoples, 2017) was officially endorsed by Australia in 2009 (AHRC, 2017ab).  This 
declaration is important because it sets the standards for the survival, dignity and well-being of all 
Indigenous Peoples.  
 
In addition, Article 21 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples includes specific reference 
to economic and social conditions and health, and there are many other associated inter-sectoral 
references to spirituality, culture and land rights (UN, 1948; 2017a; Australian Government (2017b).  
 
Under the Australian Human Rights Commission [2017a], the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social 
Justice Commissioner has specific statutory functions to protect, promote and monitor the human rights of 
Indigenous [Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander] persons.  In the performance of these functions, the 
Social Justice Commissioner must have regard to several other international declarations and conventions, 
including the ICESCR (see below).   
 

In 2011,“more than one in five (22%) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were living in a household 
where someone went without food when the household ran out of food compared with less than one in 
twenty (3.7%) in the non-indigenous population. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in 
remote areas were more likely than those in non-remote areas to be living in a household that had run out 
of food and couldn’t afford to buy more (31% compared with 20%)” (ABS, 2015a).  It is usually accepted, 
that this data provides information on the tip of a much greater problem, given that most population 
surveys do not include the most marginalized people in the community. 
 
Indigenous people are particularly vulnerable to loss of the human right to water (Macpherson, 2016).  The 
inequitable distribution of water through the Murray-Darling Basin is the most significant. 
 

Pregnancy and breast feeding 
 
Breast feeding is the human right of all mothers to naturally feed their infants food and water from birth. 
The AHRC states “It is against the law to discriminate against women who are breast feeding” (AHRC, 
2010). 
 

Children 
 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989 (CRC) (UN General Assembly, 1990) was ratified by Australia 
in 1990.  The CRC requires that countries take appropriate measures to combat disease and 
malnutrition among children through "the provision of adequate nutritious foods and drinking-water.”   
 
It is emphasized here that the basic human rights required to support activities of daily living, mental and 
physical wellbeing and requirements for growth should be continuously monitored across Australia, 
particularly for children. 

 
Asylum seekers and refugees 
 
“Australia has international obligations to protect the human rights of all asylum seekers and refugees who 
arrive in Australia, regardless of how or where they arrive and whether they arrive with or without a visa” 
(AHRC, 2017b).  These obligations are required under the international treaties that the Australian 
Government has signed (see Figure 2).  This is particularly important with respect to the health and 
nutrition of children. 
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The Australian Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (2004) extensive inquiry into children in 
immigration detention revealed information on the inadequate food and nutrition support available to the 
children.  The next inquiry focussed more on medical care (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2014).   
 
The AHRC is concerned about the limited human rights of many asylum seekers and refugees (AHRC, 
[2017b]).  Concerns focus on humanitarian protection and freedom from discrimination, with no 
cognisance of the relationship between human rights and food and water security and, by extension, 
mental and physical health and well-being.   
 

National Human Rights Action Plan 
 
Australia has a National Human Rights Action Plan (Australian Government, 2012b) with universal periodic 
review.   The extensive plan (84pp) has the following headings: 

 Protection and promotion of human rights in Australia 

 The human rights concerns of the general community 

 The human rights experience of specific groups in Australia (ATSI peoples, women, children and 
young people, older people, gay, lesbian, bisexual and sex and/or gender diverse people, people at 
risk of and/or experiencing homelessness, people with disability, carers, people in prison, refugees, 
asylum seekers, migrants and people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds) 

 Monitoring 
 
This extensive Action Plan outlines the Australian Government’s commitments to improving human rights, 
made during Australia’s Universal Periodic Review (2011) at the United Nations (Australian Government, 
2012b).  This is the third Human Rights Action Plan developed by Australia, this time built around an 
extensive evidence base and Non-Government organisation and general community consultations.  There 
are 326 priority areas in toto, which is a commendation to the Australian Government.  Space does not 
permit their full consideration.   
 
In this report, it is instructive to find that the only priority areas and action plans that directly consider the 
human right to food and water are in the section on the human rights reported concerns of the general 
community.  There are two priority areas in this Section (climate change, poverty) (Figure 6).  
 

Figure 6:  Two of the human rights reported concerns of the general community* 
 

Item 
No 

 
 

Priority area and action 

 
Lead 

Agency 

Performance 
indicator 
(timeline) 

73 Climate Change: ‘The Australian Government recognises that climate change 
presents an additional challenge to the maintenance of human rights. Climate 
impacts could, inter alia, place additional stress on resources and food security and 
weaken local and regional stability.’ The Australian Government is assisting global 
efforts to mitigate and adapt to climate change by making four commitments.   

DCCEE Ongoing fixed 
carbon price  
(1 July 2012). 
Flexible price  
(1 July 2015)  

76 Poverty:  The Tasmanian Government will continue to progress policies and 
programs to reduce disadvantage and alleviate cost of living pressures, consistent 
with A Social Inclusion Strategy for Tasmania (2009), the Cost of Living Strategy for 
Tasmania (2011) and Food for All Tasmanians: A Food Security Strategy (2012). 
Funding of $7 million has been allocated for 2011-14. 

Tasman
-ian 
Govern
-ment 

Ongoing 

  *Extracted from Australia’s National Human Rights Action Plan (Australian Government, 2012b) 

 
The 2015 Australian periodic review was submitted to the UN, when a UN Working Group responded with a 
detailed report (UN General Assembly, 2016).   This report makes no reference to food, but two references 
were made to the need for Australia to put the same emphasis on economic, social and cultural rights as on 
civil and political rights.  Four countries made reference the need for Australia to ratify the Optional 
Protocol to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR).   Other 
recommendations were made in relation to the Rights of the Child and to the Rights of Indigenous people. 
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The UN Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner outlined the status of Australia on human rights 
(UN OHCR, [2016]).  Amongst the detail, can be found the UN response (UN Committee on Economic and 
Social Cultural Rights, 2009)  to the submitted Australian Report.  The UN response included 38 
observations.  Items 27-28 expressed concerns about the right to an adequate standard of living, including 
the right to food and the right to water, and housing - affecting the health of those who do not have these 
entitlements in Australia, particularly Indigenous [Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander] people.   There may 
be a schism between Australia’s position on global and national food security and that within Australia at 
local, household and individual levels. 
 
All conclusions and/or recommendations in this review were made by State members of the UN Working 
Party and did not reflect the views of the whole Working Group.  Australia responded with some voluntary 
pledges and commitments to some of the conclusions/recommendations (none in relation to ICESCR).  
 

Global Food Security Index (GFSI) 
 
The Global Food Security Index (The Economist Group, 2017) considers the core issues of food affordability, 
availability, and quality across a set of 113 countries, with recent addition of an adjustment factor for 
natural resources and resilience and their adaptation to climate change.   On the Global Food Security Index 
(Figure 7), the Australia is fifth best with an index is 83.3.    
 
Further examination of these “optimistic” results is required.  In the absence of integrated population 
monitoring of food security, there are too many uncertainties to be confident of the GFSI across Australia.  
 

Figure 7:  Global Food Security Index (GFSI) strengths for Australia* 
GFSI Natural resources & resilience category 
100 Proportion of population under global poverty line 

100 Presence of food safety net programmes 

100 Access to financing for farmers 

100 Corruption 

100 Nutritional standards 

100 Food safety 

99.8 Agricultural import tariffs 

98.9 Food loss 

98.2 Diet diversification 

94 Food consumption as a share of household expenditure 

90.4 Volatility of agricultural production 

88.2 Political stability risk 

83.6 Protein quality 

82.7 Sufficiency of supply 

80.6 Agricultural infrastructure 

                                  *Annual baseline model (September, 2017)    The Economist Group (2017)  
                                   "Strengths" are defined as any indicator score above 75.0 
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4.2  NATIONAL FOOD AND WATER SECURITY 
 
 
According to the Federal Government, food insecurity is primarily an outcome of an insufficient global food 
supply which results in the solution being increasing global food production and reducing trade barriers 
(Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2014).  Whilst this may be useful in the context of national 
food security, the practical experience of community members of the RtFC strongly and consistently 
indicates that multiple inter-sectoral solutions are required to achieve food security at lower levels of 
governance (regional and local, community, households and individuals). 
 
Currently, Australia is the only developed western country which has abolished the Nutrition Committee at 
the national level.  
 
A conceptual framework for Australia’s food and nutrition system has been provided, together with an 
overview of its essential features, including policies, food production, food consumption, nutritional status, 
health and monitoring (AIHW, 2012; Lester, 1994).          
 
Food insecurity can occur at the Federal, State and Territory, Regional and Local regional, community, 
household and individual level.  Studies undertaken in Australia and other developed countries over the last 
15 years have shown that the prevalence of food insecurity ranges from 4 - 20% among population-
representative samples (refer Appendix 3).  As many as one in four households in some Brisbane 
disadvantaged communities are food insecure (Ramsey et al, 2012). 
 
In 2011, 4% Australians households reported food insecurity (336 000 households; 873 600 persons) 
(Appendix 3, Table 1B).  In the same year, there was a higher level of food insecurity in Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander adults (22.3%; 79 495) and children under 20 years (21.4%; 67 068).   
 
“Payment to eligible young people through Newstart Allowance and Youth Allowance is below the poverty 
line, with 40% of students surveyed recently indicating they had to regularly go without food or other 
necessities” (Australian Association of Social Workers, 2016). 
 
When the four dimensions of the FAO food security checklist (see Figure 8 below) is briefly applied to 
Australia, it is obvious that we are not meeting our population obligations to food security.  Australian 
governments are failing to fulfil their legal and moral obligation to guarantee the human right to adequate 
food for all, and particularly for people who don’t have access to safe, affordable and nutritious food.   
 
The consequences of food insecurity for communities households and individuals are far-reaching and long-
lived.  Estimates to national costs to the healthcare system related to food insecurity and food-related 
chronic diseases have been conservatively estimated in the hundreds of millions of dollars, perhaps billions 
of dollars. The public costs incurred by food insecurity include increased public expenditures in health care 
(Tarusuk et al, 2015), lower work productivity, poorer educational outcomes, mental ill-health and diet-
related chronic disease.  There are broad inter-sectoral social and economic impacts (Cook & Jeng, 2009).   
 
Implementing public and population policies to alleviate food insecurity is important (FAO, 2009; 2010).  In 
the Australian context, food security issues are now reaching mainstream attention (AIHW, 2012) and there 
is a moral and legislative imperative to act (Riches & Silvasti, 2014) to reduce identifiable risks. 
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Figure 8:  Outline for the four FAO dimensions of food and nutrition security in Australia 
 
1)  Physical AVAILABILITY of food 

 Australia currently produces enough food to feed 60 million people (ABC, 2014), and everyone’s 
right to food should be met, regardless of location 

 Food supply and distribution issues are a matter of establishing equitable food distribution which 
requires community input and participation (COAG, 2009ab; Riches & Silvasti, 2014) 

 

2) Economic and physical ACCESS to food 
 Fruit and vegetable availability in Australia is insufficient to meet dietary guidelines (NHMRC, 2012), 

due to the high volume of produce being exported
 
(AIHW, 2012) 

 The availability of high quality, nutritious foods, particularly fruit and vegetables is inadequate in 
many areas of cities and towns, and particularly in rural and remote communities which include 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 

 A major problem is the inequitable centralisation of food distribution by major commercial 
corporations, leaving vast areas without basic food supplies 

 Frequent lack of public transport to centralised food supplies and high food prices are major barriers 
to food access for communities and households  

 

3) Food UTILIZATION 
 There is significant income inequality in Australia and the cost of living for basic necessities is high 

(particularly transport, energy, food, housing) 

 The national Work for the Dole program allowances are below the poverty line (Keating, 1994ab) 
and the program has not been improved since it began                                                                                                                                                                                                         

 The average cost of food continues to increase, with the price of fruit and vegetables rising faster 
than the Consumer Price Index (ABS, 2015ab). The cost of healthy food in remote Aboriginal 
communities is 20-40% higher than in capital cities (COAG, 2009ab) 

 Inequality in Australia is at a 75-year high (Leigh, 2013), with the top 20% of Australians having 70 
times the wealth of the bottom 20% of Australians (ACOSS, 2015). Increasing income poverty, under-
employment, rising housing, increasing transport and utility costs and reductions to the social safety 
net mean that food is often sacrificed when there is not enough money to pay the rent and other 
bills (ACOSS, 2015)   

 Individuals and families with inadequate private and public transport are doubly disadvantaged 
 

4)  STABILITY of the other three dimensions over time 
 Inequality in Australia is higher than the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) average (ACOSS, 2015) 

 Income is the most commonly used measure of economic wellbeing. Income can be used to 
purchase basic needs such as food, clothing, and housing.  Over 2.5 million Australians are living in 
poverty, almost a quarter of whom are children (ACOSS, 2014, 2015) 

 Individuals and families with inadequate housing infrastructure, or no housing at all, do not have the 
facilities to store, prepare and cook food 

 

 
 

National Food and Nutrition Policy 
         
It has been argued that Australia requires a National Food and Nutrition Policy in addition to the mission of 
food safety (Taylor, 1992).   Yet Australia’s National Food and Nutrition Policy (1992) (see Figure 9 below) is 
more than 20 years out of date.  Importantly, it does complement the ‘World declaration and plan of action 
on nutrition’ and the strategies are also similar (Lester, 1994).   It is equitable and has features of 
sustainability but does not refer directly to food security.   It is somewhat generic in its wording which 
allows it to stand the test of time, but the 1992 policy no longer has any status in Government, for 
unknown reasons in the absence of a new one.   
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Figure 9:  National Food and Nutrition Policy (1992)* 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The development of a new National Food and Nutrition Policy has been in train since 2011 (The 
Department of Health, 2013), by a complex pathway through the bureaucratic processes.  In January 2011, 
the Legislative and Governance Forum on Food Regulation agreed to develop a National Nutrition Policy, 
which promised to provide a comprehensive framework to identify, prioritise, drive and monitor nutrition 
initiatives within the context of the governments’ preventative health agendas.  In an effort to create this 
policy, a well-resourced scoping study was completed by July 2013, but has only recently become available 
to Australian citizens via FOI request in March 2016 (Lee et al, 2013).  There is no apparent outcome in 
sight. 
 
The delay in publication of this urgent national policy has been criticised (Lock, 2016). “The evidence 
identified … confirms that a new comprehensive nutrition policy is required urgently in Australia to address 
the high and increasing rates of diet‐related disease and risk factors, including overweight and obesity, and 
to promote the health and wellbeing of the population, particularly vulnerable groups.”    
 
There remains no further apparent progress from the government regarding the development of a National 
Food and Nutrition Policy and Australian citizens continue to bear a burden of diet and nutrition issues 
(Lock, 2016) with associated effects on health.  This exists in the face of strong economic arguments as well 
as an argument about health and wellbeing and human rights to improve food security. 

 
A collaboration (Dietitians Association of Australia, Heart Foundation, Nutrition Australia, Public Health 
Association of Australia) has called for the Australian Government to urgently update the 1992 National 
Food and Nutrition Policy (PHAA, 2017).  It is considered that it should be expanded it to align with 
recommendations from WHO, FAO and the UN Steering Committee on Nutrition (UNSCN), and that a new 
Nutrition Policy will integrate food and nutrition related activities of the Commonwealth Government and 
provide leadership to the States/Territory Departments of Health and other stakeholders.  It should not be 
confused with goals for the health of individuals or the marketing of individual foods. 
 
A new National Food and Nutrition Policy (high level) for the health of the population as a whole should be 
linked with integrated sectoral strategies and planned outcomes (WHO, 1995).   
 

 
 
 

 

Key issues: 
 Social justice 

 Quality of the food supply 

 Community participation and accountability 

 The food and nutrition system and its wider interaction 

 Ecologically sustainable development 
 

Goal: 
 Improve health and reduce the preventative burden of diet related early death, illness and disability 

among Australians 
 

Objectives: 
 Improvements in the knowledge and skills necessary for Australians to choose a healthy diet 

 Incorporation of food and nutrition objectives into a broad range of policy areas and sectors 

 Support for community based initiatives to improve the diet of people with special needs 

 Ongoing monitoring and surveillance of the food system 
 

*Commonwealth Department of Health, Housing and Community Services (1992) 
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National Food Plan and Strategy 
 
Australia’s neoliberal policy approaches have been criticised for seeking to benefit big business at the 
expense of population health and environmental sustainability, and for their inability to ensure long-term 
food and nutrition security (Farmar-Bowers, 2014; Lawrence et al, 2012).  
 
The Government developed a National Food Plan (Australian Government, 2013) but it was heavily 
criticised because it was significantly influenced by industry concerns and its main focus was on food for 
export (The Australian, 2013).  The only human reference in the plan (Chapter 5:  Families and 
communities) mainly related to people in remote communities or people suffering from disadvantage.   
 
When it was released in 2013, concerns were raised about the extent to which the National Food Plan 
addressed factors influencing fruit and vegetable access (The Australian, 2013).  Investments in health 
promotion and nutrition education were outlined, but few strategies to improve access to nutritious food 
were included.  The plan required urgent discussion and redevelopment and was rapidly abandoned (Carey 
et al, 2016).    
 
Currently, there is no widely accepted National Food Plan and Strategy (Carey et al, 2016) which fully 
addresses food security for the whole population, no matter where people live and their health and 
entitlements.   A bi-partisan agreement on these issues is urgently required to support the mental and 
physical health of all.   
 
 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
 
Eat Well Australia has a specific indigenous component -  the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Nutrition Strategy and Action Plan (NATSINSAP) (see Health and Wellbeing below). 
 
The Federal Outback Stores Program was launched by the Federal  Government in 2006 in response to a 
“need to improve the health of Indigenous people in remote Australia by addressing nutrition-related 
health problems, unreliable food supplies, stores closing because of poor governance and build-up of debt” 
https://outbackstores.com.au/about/history/.  After ten years the program has had mixed results.   
 
The Indigenous Affairs Research Program at The Centre for Independent Studies (Hudson, 2010) regards 
the program as seriously flawed, because the top-up funding received by these stores does not support 
equitable food access in communities from a wider variety of commercial and other sources.   
 
The Federal Close the Gap Campaign's goal is “to close the health and life expectancy gap between 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and non-Indigenous Australians within a generation” 
(https://www.humanrights.gov.au/our-work/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-social-
justice/projects/close-gap-indigenous-health).   It aimed to do this through the implementation of a human 
rights-based approach set out in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner’s 
report of 2005, with provisions for improved food and water security and housing (ATSI Social justice 
Commissioner, 2005).  The campaign is supported by Australian governments and the Secretariat is 
provided by the Australian Human Rights Commission.  Ten years later, the Campaign’s goal has not been 
met, and now recognition has been given to strengthen basic health infrastructure (food, water and 
housing,) as well as health services (Holland, 2018).   
 
In 2016, the Federal Government began a trial of cashless welfare cards, now in three indigenous 
community locations (Department of Social Services, 2018).  The card is issued to welfare payment 
recipients of working age (generally not Age or Veteran’s Pension).   Welfare payments are issued as 80% 
on the debit card and 20% cash into recipient’s bank account. The cash cannot be used to purchase alcohol 
or drugs or to gamble.  Initial evaluation indicates that there have been community and household social 

https://outbackstores.com.au/about/history/
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/our-work/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-social-justice/projects/close-gap-indigenous-health
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/our-work/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-social-justice/projects/close-gap-indigenous-health
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benefits as well as reduction in alcohol and drugs and gambling.   This Government strategy has been 
criticised as discriminatory and it is unknown whether its introduction has improved food security in these 
communities.    
 

Health and wellbeing 
 
Eat Well Australia was developed in 2001.  It was based on the previous Food and Nutrition Policy 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 1992) until 1995 (Brooks et al, 1995; Department of Human and Family 
Services, 1998), and is now Eat Well Australia.  An agenda for action for Public Health Nutrition 2000-2010 
(SIGNAL, 2001a).  The focus is on whole of population.    There is a complementary national public health 
nutrition strategy for Indigenous Australians (SIGNAL, 2001b) (see above).    
 
The report included, under the too narrow heading of vulnerable groups, brief discussion of the underlying 
factors which influence vegetables and fruit consumption, and recommended several initiatives including 
the following: 

 Actions that engage the private sector … greater availability of safe and healthy food and local 
government to address local structural problems 

 Removal of barriers to Indigenous Australians access to traditional foods  

 Partnerships between transport and government, food retail industry and government 
 
There are many direct and indirect examples of Federal Government support for food security strategies 
(Wood et al, 2018a) but the importance of the food supply in sustaining population mental and physical 
health is not embedded in policy or legislation, and there is no link to the basic human right to health with 
food and water security. 
 

Australian Dietary Guidelines  
 
The Australian Dietary Guidelines (ADGs) were originally published as national population goals and part of 
nutrition policy (Langsford, 1979), then later included a set with modifications for community programs 
(Langsford, 1983) and consumers (Rogers, 1983).  From the outset they were highly controversial, because 
the dietary guidelines crafted to improve population health (controversial in itself), were, by their very 
nature, inter-sectoral in their effects (agriculture, food processing, health).  
 
They were considered to have significant effects on the food industry (Farrer, 1983).  Food company 
scepticism was expressed about how they could be expected to affect consumers food choices (Jureidini, 
1984), and the high food technology requirements if food was to meet the guidelines (Thomas, 1987).  
Downer (1987) examined the dietary guidelines against the food regulations to see if they allow production 
of foods that make it simple for consumers to follow the guidelines. 
 
Concern was expressed about the limitations of the dietary guidelines and how they are interpreted for, 
and by, the general public and individuals (Reed, 1985).  Truswell (1987) summed up the difficulties and 
referred to the confusion between dietary goals and dietary guidelines. Crotty (1982) published a critical 
review of dietary guidelines for the general public, and contended that they have been limited to 
medicalised concepts about food and have overoptimistic health outcomes. 
 
Public health population messages and those for individuals are now confused (WHO, 1990).  Individuals 
struggle to sort out the health messages which are appropriate to their individual situation.  Brief 
application of the ADGs to the main population groups indicates that they are unlikely to be appropriate for 
at least 50% of individuals (pregnant and lactating women, the elderly, children and sick individuals, 
vegetarians etc).   
 
The current ADGs ”are intended for use by health professionals, policy makers, educators, food 
manufacturers, food retailers and researchers.  They apply to all healthy Australians, as well as those with 
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common health conditions such as being overweight.  They do not apply to people who need special 
dietary advice for a medical condition, or to the frail elderly” (NHMRC, 2017a).   
 
Unfortunately, the dietary guidelines are often used incorrectly in food production and menu planning, and 
problematically by many individuals and households, and vulnerable people including those who have 
acute and chronic illnesses.   This confusion has arisen because of the confusion between public health 
(primary prevention) and individual health (secondary prevention) objectives.    
 
The current ADGs may have been a strategy mistake as a population strategy.   The range of needs for food 
and nutrition of individuals throughout the life cycle and in health and illness are immense and cannot be 
distilled into simple messages.  Simple public health messages are only possible at a very high level as goal 
averages for populations, which can then be monitored through continuous methods including apparent 
food consumption data.  
 
Even though they are unlikely to be the only operative factor, it is difficult to ignore the fact that, since the 
introduction of ADGs, Australian obesity rates have risen from 10% (1980) to 25% (2012) (Peeters and 
Magliano, 2012). If the ADGs are to survive the test of time, they require urgent revision, probably with 
dramatic return to positive messages about foods to support health (rather than negative messages to 
prevent disease).     
 
We agree that if the ADGs are to continue, then they require a total re-think as to what they are meant to 
achieve and their effectiveness, with introduction of planned and measurable outcomes (Mellor et al, 
2018).   These should be focussed on food for population health outcomes, which are allied to but separate 
from the outcomes related to risk of chronic disease and/or clinical caring for the sick.  
 
Sustainability and introduction of climate change policies require reflection in all inter-sectoral national 
policies.  The current guidelines recognise that dietary choices affect the environment (refer NHMRC, 2013, 
Appendix G), but there is little recognition of the interdependence between healthy diets and and the 
social and environmental sustainability of the food system and food choice in Australia.  The guidelines are 
not cognisant of the human right to food and water, with the exception of breastfeeding and food safety. 
 
The next revision of The Australian Dietary Guidelines will require significant focus on sustainability of the 
food supply and its relationship to human rights, where people live and how they eat.   The stated goals 
should be revised with outcomes which can be monitored at regular and mandatory intervals. 
 
For individuals and households, an alternative strategy is already offered by The Australian Guide to 
Healthy Eating (NHMRC, 2017b).  This positive food selection guide supports health by visually represents a 
wide variety of nutritious foods in five food groups, with visual guidance on only eating small amounts of  
discretionary foods which provide energy but little nutrients.   The titles and content of the five food groups 
has changed but It has stood the test of time, having originated in 1979 (Commonwealth Department of 
Health (1979) when it promoted the positive enjoyment of a variety of foods.  
 
So far, clean water, sanitation and garbage disposal and food safety have achieved the main public health 
improvements in Australia.   Future food and health related strategies must be inter-sectoral and bi-
partisan.  
 

 
Food Standards 
 
FSANZ gives serious consideration to the relationship between food and health regarding the prevention of 
infectious diseases and food contamination and other particular circumstances such as food production and 
food labelling.  FSANZ occasionally monitors the marketplace effects of its decisions about food 
composition and food labelling, but does not monitor trends in the food system, or food related aspects of 
the burden of disease in the population, or any other factors affecting the human right to food and water in 
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Australia.  Food Standards policy is a very important component of food security but cannot be regarded as 
the most important.  At a higher order, if food is not available then food labelling content is not an issue.    
 
 

Monitoring food security 
 
The National Health Surveys began in 1979, and since 1995 there has been inconsistent monitoring (not 
annually) of food security (Wood et al, 2018a - Section 2.0).  The Government has initiated some food and 
nutrition monitoring in the last 20 years, such as in the 1995 National Health Survey (ABS, 1997) and the 
1995 National Nutrition Survey (ABS, 1997).   Further analysis has been conducted at State level and by 
some University based researchers (Wood et al, 2000a-c).   
 
In the National Health Survey section on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, there was a particular focus 
on food security and economic status, and food supplies in remote and rural communities, with 
comprehensive activities and potential partners.  
 
A single question has been used to assess food security - “In the last 12 months, were there any times that 
you ran out of food and you couldn't afford to buy more?”  The validity of this question has been examined 
and affirmed from the point of view of dietary adequacy (Marks et al, 2001).  The  questions results appear 
to have a consistent association with the index of ‘Equivalent Income’ (EQI) (Wood et al, 2000a) and ‘Socio-
Economic Index for Area ‘ (SEIFA) (Wood et al 2000b).  An example of the Government’s interpretation of 
food security results is shown by its comparison with other variables (Coles-Rutishauser and Penm, 1996).   
 
There are strong overseas and many local indications that only one food security question is insufficient to 
monitor this issue adequately.  Improved co-ordination and regular monitoring of community food security 
using universal standardised methods is urgently required nation-wide (Masters et al, 2006).  Considerable 
work has already been done on developing such a method for the Australian population (Ashby et al, 2016; 
Archer et al, 2017; Kleve et al, 2017).  
 
Food insecurity is a symptom of social and food systems failure and more understanding will be achieved 
with a multi-system tool which captures data outside the health sector. 
 
A bi-partisan systematic continuous review and monitoring of food insecurity is required which is 
connected to mechanisms for ensuring the human right to food and water for all of its citizens across the 
Nation.  Current data on food security underestimates the magnitude of this problem and its econ0omic 
burden on the government. 
 

Health policy 
 
The complex health system in Australia has been summarised (see Figure 10).   This complexity feeds into 
the difficulties we face in achieving equitable human rights to food and water across this vast continent 
with three levels of government  for a relatively small population.  
 

 
Figure 10:  Health policy in Australia overview (OECD, 2015) 

 
“The Australian health system is a complex mix of federal and state government funding and responsibility, making it 

difficult for patients to navigate. Despite its complexity, Australia’s universal health system achieves good results 
relatively efficiently. Health expenditure in Australia is about the same as the OECD average, at 8.8% of GDP.  Life 

expectancy at birth is the sixth highest in the OECD, at 82.2 years. 
To meet the challenge of rising chronic disease, Australia should reduce health system 

Fragmentation to improve the co-ordination of patient care.” 
 

“Australia’s preventive health efforts have produced mixed results.” 
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“Australia’s health system features a complex governance structure.” 
“Structural reform would promote more integrated care.” 

 

 
There is always a tension between public health responsibilities and individual health rights (Short, 1997).  
If public and community responsibilities for population food and water security can be met geographically 
and more equitably across Australia, households and individuals are less likely to suffer. 
 
Ultimately, to achieve an integrated inter-sectoral approach for life courses, population wide, population 
group, household and individual health across this widespread nation, a high level Australian Charter for 
Health is required (Harper and Oldenburg, 2009).  Federal Government leadership is required to facilitate 
progressive development of the human right to food and water in Australia, commit to ICESCR and periodic 
review of ICESCR 1966 Article 11:  “The right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and 
his family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living 
conditions” (UN General Assembly, 1976). 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

RALIA OVERVIEW (2015)  
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5.0  STATE AND TERRITORY GOVERNMENTS 
 
 
Authors of an  overview have reported that Charters of Human Rights have been enacted in the States of 
ACT and Victoria (Gilbert+Tobin, [2018b]).   Further information on Tasmania and Western Australia was 
provided, together with national considerations which have taken place towards a Federal Charter of 
Human Rights. 
 
The States enactment of laws re human rights are mainly in the setting of social justice.  For example, the 
Australian Capital Territory Human Rights Act 2004 (ACT Parliamentary Counsel, 2012, 2017) covers civil 
and political rights, and economic, social and cultural rights, but does not include the human right to food 
and water.  Some other aspects of ICESCR are also limited.     
 
The Victorian Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 (the Charter) contains 20 basic rights 
that promote and protect the values of freedom, respect, equality and dignity (VEOHRC, 2017ab), but does 
not include the right to an adequate standard of living, including food, water and housing .  Discrimination 
against pregnant and breastfeeding women in Victoria is against the law in Victoria.  This is not based on 
the human right to food and water, but is based on ICESCR Article 8: “Your right to recognition and equality 
before the law” (VEOHRC, [2017c]).    
 
To date, steps towards the constitutional or legislative protection of economic, social and cultural rights in 
western countries have been hesitant (refer Section 4.1).   
 
The requirement of a four-year review under the Charter demands that Victorians must consider whether 
they wish to take this step (Tobin, 2011).  Tobin’s conclusion is shown in Figure 11 below. 
 

Figure 11:  The Victorian Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006*- next steps 

 
 “The challenge is to focus on what sort of vision is appropriate for the protection of economic, social and cultural 
rights in Victoria. It is clear that there is a strong expectation among Victorians that the state has a central role to 
play in securing several needs such as education, housing, health care and an adequate standard of living that are 
at the core of economic, social and cultural rights.  Moreover, the Victorian Parliament and the government of  
the day fully understands this expectation.  
 
The key consideration now is whether there is a willingness to elevate these needs to the status of rights worthy 
of inclusion in the Charter and create a system of accountability in which public authorities will be formally directed 
to pursue the realisation of these rights for all Victorians.“  
 
*Tobin (2011) 
 

 
In 2011, the views of Victorians were sought about incorporating economic, social and cultural rights into 
the Charter and the summary of key arguments for and against are insightful (Colmar Brunton Social 
Research, 2011).        
 
In the four-year review of the Charter submitted to the Victorian Government, the VEOHRC (2017) reported 
on the operation of the Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 (the Charter).  It focussed on 
the protection and promotion of four fundamental rights under the Charter: the right to equality, the right 
to protection of families and children, cultural rights, and the right to liberty and security.  There was no 
mention of the ICESCR, Article 11:  “The right to an adequate standard of living, including adequate food, 
clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions.”   The Annual Report 
(VEOHRC, 2016) included reference to health care and services. 
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Such State based initiatives are developing and evolving, and require updating and progression to include 
comprehensive human rights including the human right to food and water.  All of the other States and 
Territories have engaged in community discussion about human rights (Stratton, 2013), but no other 
legislation has eventuated.    
 
It is recognised that many State Laws indirectly support the Human Right to Food and Water.  A list of such 
Laws has been developed for Victoria (Donovan et al, 2013), and it is important that similar lists be 
produced for other States. 
 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 
 
Only four Australian States (New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia, Victoria) have formally 
recognised Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in their constitutions, and it is time the Australian 
Constitution was so amended (Reconciliation Australia, 2018).  
 

Health and wellbeing 
 
The State and Territories have input to the development to many Federal Government policies and 
strategies which support health and wellbeing, and may adopt these frameworks, with minor 
additions/changes specific to location.  Examples are the Australian Dietary Guidelines and the 
Recommended Dietary Intakes for Australians.  The strategies which are developed by State Governments 
vary widely (goals, scope, resources, methods, monitoring).   
 

Food Standards Code  
 
Each item in the Food Standards Code for Australia and New Zealand is considered (and usually adopted) by 
each State and Territory Government, who in turn enact the State specific food safety laws.  For example, 
in Victoria, the Food Act 1984 (Victorian DHHS, 2010a) provides the regulatory framework for the food 
industry to ensure that food sold in Victoria is safe, suitable and correctly labelled. 
 
In Victoria, the Department of Public Health (Victorian DHHS, 2010a) shares responsibility for developing 
and administering food regulation with the Commonwealth and Victorian Local Governments to promote 
consistent regulatory requirements in a widely dispersed and varied food industry.  Compliance with the 
Act is then monitored by Regional and Local Governments (refer Section 7). 
 
Another example of State based policies [indirectly] supporting the human right to food and water is the 
Victorian Wrongs Act (Victorian Government, 2015).  This Act protects Good Samaritans and also donors of 
food to Philanthropic Organisations, so that the donor cannot be sued if an individual falls ill from eating a 
donated food.  Most Australian States have some form of a Good Samaritan Act with respect to food 
donations. 
 

Monitoring food security 
 
Some State and Territory Governments have initiated food security monitoring in the last 20 years.  One 
example is provided by Victoria (refer Appendix 3: Table 2A, 2B).   Other examples of State and Territory 
Government support for food security strategies have been listed (Wood et al, 2018a-Section 3.0).   
 
Australia-wide agreement is urgently required for selection of the preferred method of monitoring food 
security across the nation, and its planned and co-ordinated application in all jurisdictions to regularly 
monitor population and community food security using universal standardised multi-tool methods (Masters 
et al, 2006).   
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Community Services, Emergency and Disaster Services 
 
Community, Emergency and Disaster Services are a function of State Governments, funded by them 
through financial assistance to Local Governments and Community Organisations (refer Section 6.0).   
 
Development of whole of government policies which improve equity in the delivery of the human right to 
food and water security must include adequate financing of income support payments.  It is important to 
the health and wellbeing of the nation, that all Australians, regardless of social status, can afford to access a 
weekly basket of healthy foods all year round and in perpetuity so that their needs are met from 
mainstream food supplies.   
 
Many inter-sectoral strategies which reduce the need for these services are required (higher basic income, 
with equitable food distribution and public transport etc.).  
 
Disaster Relief Services are a function of State Governments, funded by them through financial assistance 
to Regional and Local Governments and [Non-Government] Community Organisations.   When disaster hits, 
household food supplies may not extend beyond a few days and local area food and water supplies rarely 
extend beyond five days.  Community food security education in emergencies and disasters are currently 
inadequate. 
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6.0  REGIONAL AND LOCAL GOVERNMENTS 
 
 
The UN Human Rights Council (HRC) has undertaken research on human rights and local government.  
Australia responded to the detailed questionnaire which was distributed - in summary, “Local government 
is a function of state government and is governed by state legislation that sets out the function and 
financial resource frameworks.  These frameworks, while broadly consistent, operate differently across  
States and Territories.”  More detail is provided for Australia and other countries (UN HRC, 2012). 
 
Local Government is not mentioned in the Constitution of Australia, and Local Governments are 
subdivisions of the State and Northern Territory Governments.  The Australian Capital Territory does not 
have a separate local government.  State and Territory governments define the powers of local 
governments (including fiscal matters), decide their geographic area of responsibility, and are ultimately 
responsible.  Some State Government have granted Local Government Councils to independently enact 
their own subsidiary legislation.   
 
Almost all Local Government Councils have similar political structure and administrative functions.   These 
Councils provide local services, for example – social services in response to community needs, waste 
collection, public recreation facilities and town planning [Australian Government, 2018].    They face many 
local barriers to urban food security, including geographic and environmental based challenges. 
 
The role of Local Government in the promotion and protection of human rights was the subject of a 
questionnaire issued by the UN (UNHR Council Advisory Committee, [2014].  The Australian Department of 
Infrastructure and Regional Development (2014) responded.  National and State Governments both 
regulate human rights obligations on local government, and Local Government is required to uphold 
National and State legislative requirements to promote and protect human rights, particularly in the setting 
of discrimination. 
 
Further general information particular to Victorian Local Government is available (VEOHRC, [2018]), where 
there is no reference to the human right to food and water. 

 
In Victoria, An additional level of support for Human Rights at the local government level is provided 
indirectly by the Victorian Public Health and Wellbeing Act 2008 (Victorian DHHS, 2010b), where every 
Local Government Council must develop an annual Municipal Public Health and Wellbeing Plan (MPHWP) 
and submit it at three year intervals to the Victorian Government.  This legal requirement has the potential 
to capture the municipal issues which affect the human right to food and water and food security across 
the municipality.  
 

Each Victorian Local Government MPHWP plan must: 
1)  Identify and assess actual and potential public health dangers affecting the municipal district;  
2)  Outline programs and strategies which the Council intends to pursue to prevent or minimise those 

dangers, enable people living in the municipal district to achieve maximum wellbeing and provide for 
periodic evaluation of programs and strategies; and  

3)  Review its municipal public health plan annually and, if appropriate, amend the plan. 
 
Many Victorian Local Governments may have progressed food policy and food security policies and 
strategies further than those in other States (Wood et al, 2018a, refer Sections 3.0, 4.0), due to the 
leadership provided by the Victorian State Government and its  statutory arm - the Victorian Health 
Promotion Foundation (VicHealth), but much more needs to be done. 
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Health and wellbeing  
 
Local Government food plans and strategies vary widely and there are rarely elementary standards for the 
environmental framework (natural, built, economic, socio-cultural) which could support the infrastructure 
to equitably support the human right to food and water through equitable amenities and services (such as 
food outlets and transport) across neighbourhoods.    
 
At the local community level, the human right to food and water is often poorly understood, partly because 
it is inter-sectoral in nature.  An example is the complete absence of best practice standards for 
infrastructure planning in regional and local areas – for example - food distribution, transport density and 
preservation of arable land.  Local Governments do not have local planning standards and guidelines to 
assess and determine town planning for the relationship between location of food supplies, public 
transport, and public drinking water and public toilets.   
 
Demographic profiles have not been uniformly developed across local government areas (Anglicare 
Australia, 2012).  Almost all Local Government areas have at least one high density area with vulnerable 
people (for example-aged, disabled, low income) who have many difficulties overcoming the barriers to 
centralised food distribution, particularly transport 
 
The balance of most decision making in planning is towards the commercial sector, rather than residents 
and consumers.   There needs to be extension of policies across relevant sectors and beyond the economics 
of agribusiness and trade to support the physical and mental health and well-being of populations 

 
Regional and remote communities record lower median incomes than capital city areas, which means less 
household money for food and fuel (ACOSS, 2015).   
 
The proportion of household income spent on food in regional towns can be higher.  A healthy basket of 
food frequently costs up to 40% of the budget of low-income households (COAG, 2009ab)  

 
There is often poor public transport to shops which stock healthy foods.   There may be insufficient 
household money for using public transport, or money for running a private vehicle and its repair.  
Walkable distance to local food supplies and/or public transport [usually] exceeds the recommended 400 
metres on foot.  This makes it difficult, if not impossible, for regular daily food supplies to be accessed on 
foot, and the heavy food items carried home  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Individuals, households and communities (including aged, people with disability, indigenous people and 
refugees) face increased severity of the above risks.   Project-based funding for local food security work has 
proved to be short term and unsustainable without permanent bipartisan improvement.   There is limited 
knowledge, experience and understanding of the effect of food insecurity on health across the life cycle in 
all people. 
 

 
Food supply access* 

 
“Access to quality food in local communities which is safe, affordable at competitive prices,  

culturally and environmentally acceptable and nutritious, with opportunity  
for healthy food choices, within walking distance (400-500 metres in urban areas)  

or by readily available, frequent and affordable public transport.” 
 
*Victorian Government (2017) 
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Currently, access to affordable nutritious food is a concern for marginalised communities. This problem will 
increase and could threaten the population food supply and population health if urgent action is not taken 
to improve the sustainability and nutrition of the Australian food system (Gowda et al, 2012)  
 

 
Food Standards Code  
 
Compliance with the Commonwealth Government Standards Code and State Food Act regulations, is 
monitored by Regional and Local Governments.   
 
For example, in Victoria, compliance with the Food Act 1984 is monitored by Regional and Local 
Governments, which also prosecute purveyors for any breaches of the Act.  Requiring significant annual 
resources in most Local Councils, this aspect of food security overshadows understanding and 
consideration of other aspects of food security, particularly those not directly related to food supply system 
(eg. town planning and public transport). 
 
Currently, an important focus on food safety at Local Government level may be one of the few food 
security strategies operating in most jurisdictions across Australia.   
 
 

Monitoring food security 
 
Some Regional and Local Governments in Victoria have initiated food security monitoring in the last 20 
years, either alone or in concert with State and Territory activities.     
 
Australia-wide agreement is urgently required for selection of the preferred method of monitoring food 
security across the nation, and its planned and co-ordinated application in all jurisdictions to regularly 
monitor population and community food security using universal standardised multi-tool methods (Masters 
et al, 2006).   
 
 

Community Services, Emergency Services and Disaster Planning 
 
The human right to clean adequate water supplies and sanitation is well established (UN, 2010; UNDESA, 
2015).  The argument can be made that this is the most important level  for pro-active strategies to 
improve local food security but they often face major barriers imposed (often unwittingly) by State and 
Federal policies and strategies (refer Section 5.0). 
 
Local Governments supply Community Food Services in local community hubs and meals on wheels.  
Improved town planning and public transport is necessary to reduce the need for these reactive services. 
 
Emergency food relief access is constrained by funding.  If people seek assistance they may only be granted 
access to the services in their local community.  Emergency food relief locations usually originate from 
where volunteers and faith based services already exist, rather than being informed by evidence on 
population based needs and strategy.    
 
On many occasions, lack of community consultation and comprehension can result unwittingly in planning 
errors which disadvantage many local citizens.  The smallest change (often at no or minimal cost) can make 
a difference to food security for an individual, household or population group.  The design and planning of 
local areas needs to be more citizen centered than at present.  
 
Some examples of Local Government support for food security strategies are available (Wood et al, 2018a – 
Section 4.0), and demonstrate increasing awareness and understanding of local population food and water 
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security needs.   We do not know how many of these food security strategies already developed have 
entered the policies, goals and strategies of Local Governments.   
 
In Australia, we are beginning to see increased cognisance of the need to improve local food security and to 
focus on reducing poverty and increasing social enterprise rather than increasing the emergency food 
sector.  Charities are not the solution to food insecurity and donated food issues alone will not end hunger 
(Shields, 2016).  The gift of food will only provide temporary short-term relief and is not a long-term food 
security strategy.  Another problem with Emergency Food Relief is that it is frequently not equitably 
distributed across communities, local areas and regions (Wood and Streker, 2004). 
 
Public acknowledgment, affirmation for its commitment to use their experience and data to advocate and 
work with all sectors to contribute to solving the inequities in the current food system and  ensuring that all 
persons living in Australia enjoy the fundamental human right to adequate food and water.  All participants 
in this sector can support improvement in local food security through collection of information, support 
and individual, household and community activities. 
 
Increased establishment of strategically and equitably located community programs, local transport and 
emergency food relief is required to offer acute support, social inclusion and resilience where needs exist.   
These should be embedded in the core business of governments.     
 
In the meantime, emergency food relief lets governments off the hook from taking responsibility for 
policies and strategies that support local food security for all the community through dignified and 
mainstream sources.   
 
Natural disasters, like flooding or fire, can interrupt the long food supply chains created to get food into 
regional and remote communities. This can lead to acute and chronic food shortages and wastage. 
 
Many Community Organisations are funded (often in part and inadequately) by Federal and State 
Governments to directly provide Emergency Relief Services including food.   In turn, these organisations 
assess individuals and groups and meet their basic needs, for example – food and transport vouchers, food 
parcels and clothes parcels.  
 
This sector’s ability to advocate for the people in need that it services is inhibited and limited by its reliance 
on Government income and Corporate sponsorship for food and other donations from the commercial 
sector of the food chain system (Fisher, 2017).   
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7.0  COMMERCIAL FOOD CHAIN SYSEM 
 
 
The commercial food supply chain from paddock to plate is legally obliged under international Human 
Rights law to respect internationally recognised human rights, including the right to adequate food and 
water throughout Australia.   
 

 
“Businesses can affect the right to health in several ways. …   

Businesses are considered to have some responsibilities with respect to human rights, 
although the exact nature and scope of these are unclear.  

Nevertheless, States [nations] are, ultimately, accountable for any violation of human rights.”* 
 

*UN OHCHR & WHO (2008)  

 

 
Leadership in this setting has been shown at the Norwegian Centre for Human Rights (UiO, Norwegian 
Centre for Human Rights, 2016) (Figure 12), which investigated how the UN “Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights” (UN, 2011) can be used “to promote corporate respect for human rights in the food 
sector and strengthen governments’ protective obligations vis-à-vis the rights to adequate food and health 
for all.” 
 

Figure 12:  Corporate responsibility for Human Rights* 

 
“Corporations have a responsibility to respect Human Rights in a framework of ‘Protect, Respect, and Remedy.’  
 
 Three guiding principles support this concept: 

1) ‘States’ existing obligations to respect, protect and fulfil human rights and fundamental freedoms;  
2) The role of business enterprises as specialized organs of society performing specialized functions, required to 

comply with all applicable laws and to respect human rights;  
3) The need for rights and obligations to be matched to appropriate and effective remedies when breached.  

 
These guiding principles apply to all States and to all business enterprises, both transnational and others, regardless of 
their size, sector, location, ownership and structure.  These guiding principles should be understood as a coherent 
whole and should be read, individually and collectively, in terms of their objective of enhancing standards and 
practices with regard to business and human rights so as to achieve tangible results for affected individuals and 
communities, and thereby also contributing to a socially sustainable globalization.”  
 
* Nesheim et al (2015); UN (2011)  
 

 
The Australian food supply chain from paddock to plate generously supports the food security of the 
population by direct food provision but is over-centralised and inequitable and needs to be planned and 
monitored more carefully.    
 
Food growers, producers and distributors, food commerce, food traders and services are all members of 
Australian society and they are significant beneficiaries of public resources and infrastructure.   All 
commercial operators and corporations have a moral and ethical responsibility to work constructively and 
collaboratively with all stakeholders, communities and citizens, to uphold the human right to adequate 
food for all persons living across Australia.  
 
As stated at the Oslo Conference on Obesity in 2014 (Norwegian Center for Human Rights, [2014]):   

 “The now dominant role and power of major commercial undertakings in the food sector in the     
      agricultural field, areas of industrial production, processing, trade, and marketing of foods and  
      drinks … may be in potential conflict with human livelihood and health, especially of the most 
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      vulnerable and marginalized groups in society; and 

 [There is an] imperative need for valid business interests and responsibilities to develop in a manner 
fully compatible with respect for human rights, the protection of the environment, and the long-term 
sustainability of food security and healthy nutrition for all”  
 

As well as governments, most food providers and organisations have significant obligations under 
international human rights law to respect human rights. This means that they must:  

 “Avoid causing or contributing to adverse human rights impacts through their own activities, and 
address such impacts when they occur; and  

 Seek to prevent or mitigate adverse human rights impacts that are directly linked to their operations, 
products or services by any business relationships, even if they have not contributed to those 
impacts” (UN, 2011) 

 
Food growers, producers and distributors, commerce, organisations, food traders and services all have 
human rights responsibilities.  Given the health, social and environmental challenges facing the Australian 
food system, the food chain supply system needs to take its human rights responsibilities for food and 
water seriously.    
 
Attention to sustainable agriculture, water and energy conservation has definitely begun in the commercial 
food chain system but needs universal planning, standard development and regular monitoring. 

 
Health and wellbeing 
 

In response to public health drivers and consumer demand, the food industry has paid significant attention 
to producing and marketing “healthy” foods and promoting “healthy food choices.”   A few examples of 
specific strategies of the Commercial Food Chain System directed towards initiating more equitable and 
sustainable local food security strategies have been listed (Wood et al, 2018a). 
 
Governments and Australia’s major distributors of food need to pay serious and immediate attention to the 
geographical location of regional and local food outlets.   The consolidation and centralisation of end-point 
food outlets by the two major food distributors (Woolworth-Safeway, Wesfarmers-Coles) controls at least 
80% of the food market (Shop Ethical, 2017), leaving large areas of “food deserts” in most local 
communities.   Low income suburbs have been found to have 2.5 times and a more limited range of 
“healthy” foods than higher income suburbs (ACOSS, 2014). 
 
Australia has the lowest number of corporate food distributor locations in the world, and by over-
centralising their operations they have (possibly unwittingly) created “food deserts.”   “Food deserts” exist 
if someone, irrespective of income, lives in a neighbourhood that does not have access to a healthy food 
source within a one km radius.  An example is provided by recent research in Tasmania which showed that 
“food deserts” are wide spread there (Tasmanian Food Security Council, 2012). 
 
Frequently, this results in increased exposure to fast food outlets in local areas.  Western Sydney 
neighbourhoods have at least [a 3:1] ratio of takeaway food to fresh food outlets, limiting access to a range 
of local foods.  Access to unhealthy cheap food detrimentally impacts social and dietary behaviours, health 
and wellbeing. 
  
Regional and remote communities face even more serious barriers to food security because there are 
fewer grocery, convenience and specialised food stores in less populated regions.  Recent research in 
Tasmania found that people who live in regions with limited or no access to food shops, are less likely to be 
buying food consistent with healthy eating guidelines (Riches & Silvasti, 2014). 
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Food can cost more in regional and remote settings eg. remote Queensland residents pay 26 to 31% more 
for the same basket of food as residents in metropolitan areas (Queensland Health & Queensland Treasury, 
2012). 
 
 Food quality and quantity is often (probably usually) sub-optimal in remote community stores. Outback 
Stores in Western Australia, South Australia and Northern Territory have been found to sell poor quality 
fruit and vegetables and out of date food items (Leigh, 2013).  As the public health message is to “Eat more 
fruit and vegetables” we must provide the means to make this an easy choice for families and individuals. 
 

Food Standards Code 
 
Food safety is one of the important indicators of food security and requires mandatory compliance across 
Australia. To date, all Local Governments regularly monitor food safety in the commercial food supply 
chain.  Australia is regarded as having one of the safest food supplies in the world. 
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8.0  LOCAL COMMUNITIES AND CITIZENS  
 
 
Inherent in the Human Right to food and water are the principles of consumer rights including adequate 
and quality food, food production and distribution, and hygienic food (Deutch, 1994), also equitable buying 
power.  The lack of awareness of this responsibility in the community, requires leadership and policy 
development and articulation of strategies, many of which are already in play (Wood et al, 2018a).   
 
There is a clear obligation of all communities and citizens to advocate and contribute to solving their own 

local, regional and even more distant food security problems.  Consumer rights are human rights (Benöhr, 

2014; Deutch, 1994).   

Every Australian has the Human Right to food and water, and every Citizen is responsible for upholding and 
supporting their individual, household and community rights in this respect. 
 
Non-Government Australian organisations and Philanthropic Trusts are increasing their assistance to 
consumers and citizens for understanding the need to increase their advocacy for their human right to food 
and water (Wood et al, 2018a).   
 
Foodbank Australia provides a recent example of useful advocacy in the publication of two reports 
(McCrindle, 2017; 2018) which information on the reality of hunger experienced by 15% (several million) of 
Australians, including a high proportion of children (27% of those seeking food). 
 
Community education on food and water security should be readily available, particularly for children.  The 
Sydney Fair Food Alliance (SFFA) has eleven discussion papers, which are public educational resources 
about the food system and how to improve it (SFFA, 2009). 
 
People living in poverty are at particular risk of food security issues in both the short and long term, with 
deleterious effects on their mental and physical health and development of acute and chronic diseases 
(Burns, 2004).  As household income decreases, food costs occupy an increasing proportion of the average 
household budget.  The following concepts require more research and action in Australia:   

 Consumer law and the market 

 Consumer protection and human rights 

 Food system information  

 Financial contracts, consumer participation  

 Community support for consumer friendly local food outlets 

 Purchasing power of communities 
 
Perhaps the most obvious and understandable food security issues are faced by 20% of the population with 
disabilities and older people (Tim Noonan Consulting, 2007).  The food security issues of these population 
groups are serious but not revealed to their full extent in population studies of food security.  The reason 
for this lack of exposure is the frequent reactive (but only partial and non-mainstream) correction 
strategies undertaken by governments (mostly Local Governments), Non-Government organisations, 
friends and relatives.   Many people with disabilities and older people face daily indignities and inadequate 
partial solutions to their food security problems and suffer with reduced quality of life, reduced health and 
reduced life expectancy.  
 
There are already many (but not enough) examples of increased community awareness and food security 
strategies at local levels (refer Wood et al, 2018a-Section 6.0). 
 
A democratic people’s movement has begun for health and well-being, with sustainable local food 
production and protection of water and natural resources.    
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9.0  PRIMARY, SECONDARY AND TERTIARY EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS, 
AND PROFESSIONAL ORGANISATIONS 

 
 
We need training in how to influence political leaders and government officials (Parker & Partners, 2005), 
also commercial food supply chain operators, towards an integrated sustainable water and local food chain 
system and resilient communities.  
 
Community leaders include professional people, school teachers and lecturers in tertiary institutions and 
universities.  They have many times led the way in developing concepts about the human right to food and 
water and its proxy food security.  They have conducted research and also strongly advocated for change in 
the way these concepts are taught and framed for the future workforce and in lectures and presentations.   
 
Several organisations (Public Health Association of Australia, Dietitians Association of Australia, Australian 
Red Cross, Indigenous Allied Health Australia, Victorian Aboriginal Community Controlled Health 
Organisation, National Heart Foundation of Australia) have combined to publish two Joint Policy 
Statements:  ‘Towards a National Nutrition Policy for Australia’ (PHAA, 2017) and ‘Joint policy statement on 
food security for Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ (PHAA, 2016).   
 
In the past ten years, many Australian tertiary institutions have engaged in teaching and research on 
national and local community food security and sustainability of the food supply in the face of climate 
change and peak oil.  Individual food security is also a focus in teaching and research, particularly on 
vulnerable groups.  Indigenous food security is a focus in several States.   Research provides objective 
results which can be discussed in Forums and Conferences.  The information is used to advocate about 
human rights to food and water with governments and the media and communities.  
 
If they choose to take the advocacy role they can be very powerful in providing information and improving 
awareness in the public arena, and there are many examples of these community leaders acting in this way 
(refer Wood et al, 2018a).   Most organisations and individuals in these setting have no direct power to 
make the necessary improvements in food security.    
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https://www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au/discrimination/discrimination/types-of-discrimination/pregnancy-and-breastfeeding
http://www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au/human-rights/the-charter-and-local-government/charter-obligations
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https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/about/legislation/public-health-and-wellbeing-act
https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/legislation-and-regulations/planning-legislation/planning-and-environment-amendment-general-act-2013
https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/legislation-and-regulations/planning-legislation/planning-and-environment-amendment-general-act-2013
http://www.legislation.vic.gov.au/domino/Web_Notes/LDMS/LTObject_Store/ltobjst9.nsf/DDE300B846EED9C7CA257616000A3571/A5767A1E9ABEF598CA257F10001AE3D7/$FILE/58-6420aa121%20authorised.pdf
http://www.legislation.vic.gov.au/domino/Web_Notes/LDMS/LTObject_Store/ltobjst9.nsf/DDE300B846EED9C7CA257616000A3571/A5767A1E9ABEF598CA257F10001AE3D7/$FILE/58-6420aa121%20authorised.pdf
http://www.legislation.vic.gov.au/domino/Web_Notes/LDMS/LTObject_Store/ltobjst9.nsf/DDE300B846EED9C7CA257616000A3571/A5767A1E9ABEF598CA257F10001AE3D7/$FILE/58-6420aa121%20authorised.pdf
https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/policy-and-strategy/planning-for-melbourne/melbourne-2030-planning-for-sustainable-growth
https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/policy-and-strategy/planning-for-melbourne/melbourne-2030-planning-for-sustainable-growth
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/MelbULawRw/2006/27.html#fn17
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/MelbULawRw/2006/27.html
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Appendix 1:  Acronyms and abbreviations 
 

 
ABS 

 
The Australian Bureau of Statistics 

ACCC Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 
ACF Australian Conservation Foundation 
ACIAR Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research 
ACOSS Australian Council of Social Service 
AFGC Australian Food and Grocery Council 
AFHN Australian Food Hubs Network 
AFSA Australian Food Sovereignty Alliance 
AHRC Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commission 
AHRC Australian Human Rights Commission 
AIFS Australian Institute of Family Studies 
AIFSRC Australian International Food Security Research Centre 
AIHW Australian Institute of Health & Welfare 
ANAO Australian National Audit Office 
APHNAC Australian Public Health Nutrition Academic Collaboration 
ATSI Australian Torres Strait Islanders 
CAFCA Child and Family Community Australia 
CAV Consumer Affairs Victoria 
CFCA Child Family Community Australia 
CHP Council to Homeless Persons 
COAG Council of Australian Governments 
CODEX Codex Alimentarius - ‘Food code’ 
CRC Convention on the Rights of the Child 
CRPD Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
CSA Community Supported Agriculture 
DAA Dietitians Association of Australia 
DHHS Department of Health and Human Services 
DRMRP Declaration on the Rights of Mentally Retarded Persons 
EWVP Eat Well Victoria Partnership 
FACS Food access and cost survey 
FAO Food and Agricultural Organisation 
FOEA Friends of the Earth Australia 
FSANZ Food Standards Australia and New Zealand    
FSN Food Security Network 
GFSI Global Food Security index 
HCR 
HFAB 

Human Rights Commission 
Healthy Food Access Basket 

HREOA Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Act 
ICCPR International Covenant on Civil & Political Rights 
ICESCR International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
ILO International Labour Organisation 

ILO111 Convention Concerning Discrimination in Respect of Employment and Occupation 
ISAA Independent Scholars Association of Australia 
LG  Local Government 
MAV Municipal Association of Victoria 
MPHWBP Municipal Public Health and Wellbeing Plan 
NGO Non-Government Organisation 
NHMRC National Health and Medical Research Council (Australia) 
NSA Nutrition Society Australia 
OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
OHCHR Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 
OISCC Organic Industry Standards and Certification Committee [Australia] 
PA Permaculture Australia 
PHAA Public Health Association of Australia 
PIA Planning Institute of Australia 
PMSEIC The Prime Minister’s Science, Engineering and Innovation Council 
RAP Rapid Assessment Process 
RtFC Right to Food Coalition (Australia) 

  

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/RightsOfMentallyRetardedPersons.aspx
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C111
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SES Socio-economic status 
SFFA Sydney Fair Food Alliance 
SIGNAL Strategic Inter-Government Nutrition Alliance 
UDHR Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
UN United Nations 

UN HRI United Nations International Human Rights Instruments   
UN OHCHR United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
URPS Urban and Regional Planning Solutions [South Australia] 
VCTA Victorian Community Transport Association 
VEIL Victorian Eco-Innovation Laboratory 
VCAT Victorian Consumer Affairs Tribunal 
VEOHRC Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission 
VicHealth   The Victorian Health Promotion Foundation 
VicLanes Victorian Lifestyle and Neighbourhood Environment Study 
VLGA Victorian Local Government Association 
WANHR World Alliance for Nutrition and Human Rights 
WAPC Western Australia Planning Commission 
WFP World Food Programme 
WHO World Health Organisation 
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Appendix 2:  Glossary of terms 
NOTE:  All websites have been accessed in April, 2018 unless otherwise stated 
 
 

HR  Human Rights 
 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948): 
Article 1:  All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and 
conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood. 
Article 2:  Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any 
kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or 
other status. Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or international 
status of the country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing or 
under any other limitation of sovereignty.  (United Nations, 1948; 2017a) 

 
Human right to food and water (Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948): 
Article 25:  (1) Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of 
his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in 
the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances 
beyond his control.  (2) Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. All children, whether 
born in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social protection.  (United Nations, 1948; 2017a) 

 
 

E   Environment 
 
Environmental health:  
Environmental health refers to those aspects of human health and disease that are determined by factors in the 
environment. It also refers to the theory and practice of assessing and controlling factors in the environment that can 
potentially affect health.   Environmental health includes both the direct pathological effects of chemicals, radiation 
and some biological agents, and the effects (often indirect) on health and wellbeing of the broad physical, 
psychological, social, and aesthetic environment, which includes housing, urban development, land use and transport. 
(WHO, 1993) 
 

Sustainable development: 
The most frequently quoted definition is from the Brundtland Report: "Sustainable development is development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs." 
(UN Commission on Sustainable Development, 1987)   

 
 

F   Food 
 
Food access: 
‘The ability to access food physically, economically and socially, at individual or household level.’  FAO, [2018b] 

 
Food availability: 
‘The amount of food physically available for consumption over a reference period.’  FAO, [2018b] 

 
Food distribution: 
Food distribution is a process in which a general population is supplied with food. The Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) considers food distribution as a subset of the food system.  The process and methodology behind 
food distribution varies by location. Food distribution has been a defining characteristic of human behaviour in all 
societies, and recordings of food distribution date back for thousands of years. 
(Wikipedia)  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_distribution    

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_and_Agriculture_Organization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_and_Agriculture_Organization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_systems
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Methodology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_behavior
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_distribution
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Food industry/sector: 
The food industry is highly diverse and comprises several important components. Each component adds distinct value 
to the whole food chain by improving sustainability and producing better products.  The varied activities of the food 
sector are classified as follows: 

 Agriculture activities for growing crops, raising livestock and sea food  

 Food processing of fresh products into canned and packed goods, including frozen foods 

 Research and development on food technology 

 Manufacturing fertilizers, farm machinery and hybrid seeds to facilitate agricultural production 

 Regulation on food production and distribution to ensure quality and safety 

 Financial services including insurance and credit to facilitate food production and distribution. 

 Marketing, packaging, advertising and distribution (wholesale and retail) 
(Economy Watch, 2010)    

 
Food industry: 
‘...the whole food industry – from farming and food production, packaging and distribution, to retail and catering.’

  

(UK Food Standards Agency, [2018])   

 
Food policy: 
Food policy impacts on how food is produced (and what is produced), processed, distributed, purchased, consumed, 
protected and disposed of.  Food policies are designed to influence the operation of the food system. Food policies 
govern a number of areas, including: 

 Food-related industries 

 Agricultural and livestock extension 

 Food assistance 

 Food safety 

 Food labelling 

 Certification standards 

 Development assistance/food aid 

 Trade 
(Committee on World Food Security, 2016)   

 
‘Food policy is the area of public policy concerning how food is produced, processed, distributed, and purchased. Food 
policies are designed to influence the operation of the food and agriculture system. This often includes decision-
making around production and processing techniques, marketing, availability, utilization and consumption of food, in 
the interest of meeting or furthering social objectives. Food policy can be promulgated on any level, from local to 
global, and by a government agency, business, or organization. Food policymakers engage in activities such as 
regulation of food-related industries, establishing eligibility standards for food assistance programs for the poor, 
ensuring safety of the food supply, food labelling, and even the qualifications of a product to be considered organic. ‘ 
(Wikipedia)  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_policy      

 
Food system: 
‘A food system is defined as a system that embraces all the elements (environment, people, inputs, processes, 
infrastructure, institutions, markets and trade) and activities that relate to the production, processing, distribution and 
marketing, preparation and consumption of food and the outputs of these activities, including socio-economic and 
environmental outcomes. A sustainable food system is a food system that delivers food and nutrition security for all in 
such a way that the economic, social and environmental bases to generate food security and nutrition for  
future generations are not compromised.’ (United Nations, 2012) 
http://www.un.org/en/issues/food/taskforce/pdf/All%20food%20systems%20are%20sustainable.pdf 
http://www.un.org/en/zerohunger/challenge.shtml 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 

file:///C:/Users/Bev/Documents/6-Food%20Security-RTFC/RTFC-Vic-HRTS-PAPERS/RtFC-Wood-et-al-Ver3/Food%20Standards%20Agency
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_policy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_labeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organic_food
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_policy
http://www.un.org/en/issues/food/taskforce/pdf/All%20food%20systems%20are%20sustainable.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/zerohunger/challenge.shtml
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FS  Food security 
 
Food security dimensions: 
There are four widely accepted dimensions underpinning all definitions of food security: 

1)  Food availability:  The availability of sufficient quantities of food of appropriate quality, supplied through    
domestic production or imports (including food aid). 

2) Food access:  Access by individuals to adequate resources (entitlements) for acquiring appropriate foods for   
       a nutritious diet. Entitlements are defined as the set of all commodity bundles over which a person can  
       establish command given the legal, political, economic and social arrangements of the community in which 

they live (including traditional rights such as access to common resources).  
3) Utilization:  Utilization of food through adequate diet, clean water, sanitation and health care to reach a state 

of nutritional well-being where all physiological needs are met. This brings out the importance of non-food 
inputs in food security.  

4) Stability:  To be food secure, a population, household or individual must have access to adequate food at all 
times. They should not risk losing access to food as a consequence of sudden shocks (e.g. an economic or 
climatic crisis) or cyclical events (e.g. seasonal food insecurity). The concept of stability can therefore refer to 
both the availability and access dimensions of food security. 

(FAO, 2008)  

 
 Food security: 
‘A situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and 
nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life. Based on this 
definition, four food security dimensions can be identified: food availability, economic and physical access to food, 
food utilization and stability over time.’  (FAO, 2008)    

 
‘Food security, at the individual, household, national, regional and global levels [is achieved] when all people, at all 
times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food 
preferences for an active and healthy life.’ (FAO, 1996) 

 
Global food security: 
‘Global food security is concerned with the ability of the world’s agricultural food producers to meet global demand, 
and the efficiency and effectiveness of trading and distribution systems.’ (Battersby, 2016) 
 
‘The Global Food Security Index considers the core issues of affordability, availability, and quality across a set of 113 
countries. The index is a dynamic quantitative and qualitative benchmarking model, constructed from 28 unique 
indicators, that measures these drivers of food security across both developing and developed countries.’   
(The Economist Group, 2017) 

 
National food security: 
‘National food security relates to the ability of a country to consume sufficient foodstuffs, even in the face of severe 
disruptions to the supply chain.  It relates more to macro-level production, marketing, distribution and acquisition of 
food by the population as a whole’.  (Battersby, 2016) 
 

Community food security and food access:  
‘Community food security is a condition in which all community residents obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, 
nutritionally adequate diet through a sustainable food system that maximizes community self-reliance and social 
justice.’  (Hamm & Bellows, 2003)    

 
Individual food security: 

‘Access by all people at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life and includes at a minimum: 
1) The readily availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods; and 

2) An assured ability to acquire foods in socially acceptable ways (for example, without resorting to emergency 
food supplies, scavenging, stealing, or other coping strategies.’      

(Anderson, 1990)  
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Food and nutrition security: 
‘Exists when all people at all times have physical, social and economic access to food of sufficient quantity in calories 
and quality in terms of variety, diversity, nutrient content and safety to meet their dietary needs and food preferences 
for an active and healthy life, coupled with a sanitary environment, adequate health, education and care.’ 
(FAO, 2008)   
 
 

G Governance 
 
Food sovereignty: 
‘Food Sovereignty is the RIGHT of peoples, communities, and countries to define their own agricultural, labour, fishing, 
food and land policies which are ecologically, socially, economically and culturally appropriate to their unique 
circumstances. It includes the true right to food and to produce food, which means that all people have the right to 
safe, nutritious and culturally appropriate food and to food-producing resources and the ability to sustain themselves 
and their societies.  Food Sovereignty requires: 

 Placing priority on food production for domestic and local markets, based on peasant and family farmer 
diversified and agroecologically based production systems  

 Ensuring fair prices for farmers, which means the power to protect internal markets from low-priced, dumped 
imports’  

La Vía Campesina (2002)   
   

Governance: 
‘Governance is all processes of governing, whether undertaken by a government, market or network, whether over a 
family, tribe, formal or informal organization or territory; and whether through the laws, norms, power or language of 
an organized society.  Governance is a broader term than government because it focuses not only on the state and its 
institutions but also on the creation of rule and order in social practices.’  
(Bevir, 2013)   
 

Local government: 
‘The six states and the Northern Territory have established one further level of government. Local governments (also 
known as local councils) handle community needs like waste collection, public recreation facilities and town planning.  
… The state or territory government defines the powers of the local governments, and decides what geographical 
areas those governments are responsible for.  …  They can be called cities, shires, towns, or municipalities, but they 
are still controlled by the state or territory government above them.  In the Australian Capital Territory, the 
responsibilities usually handled by local government are administered by a department of the territory government.’ 
(Australian Government, [2018])   

 
 

H  Health 
 
Health: 
‘A state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.’ 
(FAO, 2008) 

 
Food and social exclusion: 
‘Food is itself a powerful marker of social exclusion, both for individuals and communities.’  
(McGlone et al, 1999)   
 

Nutrition policy (or nutrition planning): 
‘A set of concerted actions, based on a governmental mandate, intended to ensure good health in the population 
through informed access to safe, healthy, and adequate food.’ 
(Encyclopedia.com, 2018)  
 

Nutrition: 
‘The intake of food, and the interplay of biological, social, and economic processes that influence the growth, function 
and repair of the body.’  (FAO, 2008)   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Government
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Market_(economics)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_network
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Family
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tribe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Formal_organization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Informal_organization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Territory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Laws
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Norm_(social)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_power
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Language
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Hidden hunger: 
‘A chronic lack of vitamin(s) and/or mineral(s) often with no visible signs, so that those affected, or those who observe 
them, may not be aware of it.’  (FAO, 2008)    

 
Hunger: 
‘An uncomfortable or painful sensation caused by insufficient food consumption.’  (FAO, 2008)    
 

Chronic hunger: 
‘A state, lasting for a prolonged period of time, of an inability to acquire enough food, defined as a level of food intake 
insufficient to meet dietary energy requirements.’   (FAO, 2008)    
 

Malnutrition: 
‘A condition that results from an excess, imbalance, or deficit of nutrient availability in relation to tissue needs.’ 
(Anderson, 1990) 

 
Chronic malnutrition: 
‘An abnormal physiological condition caused by chronic deficiencies or imbalances in one or more nutrients. This 
condition may result in impaired physical and/or mental development.’ 
(FAO, 2008)    
 

Chronic undernutrition: 
‘An abnormal physiological condition whereby individuals do not consume sufficient food to meet dietary energy and 
nutrient requirements over a prolonged period of time.’ 
(FAO, 2008)    
 

Starvation and semi-starvation: 
‘Complete or partial deprivation of food for varying lengths of time, the resulting condition may be classified as mild, 
moderate, severe or extreme.’  (Christakis, 1973) 

 
‘Semi-starvation/little food - makes a special kind of person – different morphologically, chemically, physiologically 
and psychologically from his well-fed counterpart.’  (Keys et al, 1950) 

 
Starvation: 
‘ … most doctors, including psychiatrists, as well as the majority of psychologists and sociologists, are unaware of the 
behavioural changes that occur in all people subjected to severe undernutrition (not enough food) for more than a 
few weeks … lack of food produces the same pathophysiological and behavioural changes in all people … .  It provides 
one of the few situations about which one can say with certainty that you and I, along with everyone else, would 
come to behave the same way.’  (Hocking, 1969) 

 
 

I  Income and economics 
 
Economic security: 
‘Economic security is composed of basic social security, defined by access to basic needs infrastructure pertaining to 
health, education, dwelling, information, and social protection, as well as work-related security.’ 
(ILO Social Protection Department, [2018])  

Income security: 
‘Income security denotes adequate actual, perceived and expected income, either earned or in the form of social 
security and other benefits. It encompasses the level of income (absolute and relative to needs), assurance of receipt, 
expectation of current and future income, both during working life and in old age or disability retirement.’  
(ILO Social Protection Department, [2018])  

P  Public/Population health 
 
Public health: 
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‘Activities aimed at benefiting a population, with an emphasis on prevention, protection and health promotion as 
distinct from treatment tailored to individuals with symptoms.  Examples include conduct of anti-smoking education 
campaigns, and screening for diseases such as cancer of the breast or cervix.’  (Australian Government Department of 
Health, 2017).   
 

Population health 
‘Typically described as the organised response by society to protect and promote health, and to prevent illness, injury 
and disability. Population health activities generally focus on: prevention, promotion and protection rather than on 
treatment; populations rather than on individuals; and the factors and behaviours that cause illness. In this sense, 
often used synonymously with public health. Can also refer to the health of particular subpopulations, and 
comparisons of the health of different populations.’  (Australian Government Department of Health, 2017).   
 

S  The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
 
The SDGs “are a universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and 
prosperity.   These 17 Goals … include “areas such as climate change, economic inequality, innovation, sustainable 
consumption, peace and justice, among other priorities. The goals are interconnected – often the key to success on 
one will involve tackling issues more commonly associated with another.  The SDGs work in the spirit of partnership 
and pragmatism to make the right choices now to improve life, in a sustainable way, for future generations. They 
provide clear guidelines and targets for all countries to adopt in accordance with their own priorities and the 
environmental challenges of the world at large. The SDGs are an inclusive agenda. They tackle the root causes of 
poverty and unite us together to make a positive change for both people and planet.”  (United Nations Development 
Programme (2018).   
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Appendix 3:  Estimated number of persons who report 
food insecurity in Australia 

 
 

Table 1A:  Estimated Australian population 2012 – All persons* 
 Total number 

(1) 
Adults (20+ years) 19 759 401 

Children (0-19 years) 2 950 951 

All persons (all ages) 22 710 352 

*Estimated total numbers 
** Extracted ratio from total number adults: children=6.70 
1) ABS. 3101.0 - Australian demographic statistics, Dec 2012.  Population by age and sex tables.  
31010DO002_201212.  Australian demographic statistics, Dec 2012.  Table 8.  Estimated resident population by age 
and sex –at 30 June 2012.   
 
 

Table 1B:  Estimated Australian population 2011 – Persons in food insecure households* 
 Total number 

 
% Food insecure 

Households 
 

Total number 
persons in food 

insecure 
households 

All persons (all ages) 22 485 300 (1)   

Number of households (2) 8 420 000 (2) 4.0%  (336 000) (3)  

Number of persons per household  2.6 (2) 873 600 

*Estimated total numbers. 
1)  ABS.3101.0. Australian Demographic statistics, Dec 2011.  
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/lookup/3101.0Media%20Release1Dec%202011     
2)  ABS. 3236.0. Household and family projections, Australia 2011 to 2036.  
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/3236.0Main%20Features42011%20to%202036 
3)  ABS. 4364.0.55.009. Australian Health Survey:  Nutrition – State and Territory results, 2011-12.  
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4364.0.55.009main+features12011-12 
 

  

Table 1C:  Estimated Australian population 2011 - Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders* 
 Total number % Food insecure (2) Number food 

insecure 
All persons (all ages) 669 881 (1) - - 

Adults (20 years and over) 356 479 (2) 22.3%** 79 495 

Children (0-19 years) 313 402 (2) 21.4%*** 67 068 

*Estimated total numbers 
** Adults, 19 years and over 
*** Children, 2-18 years 
1) ABS. 3238.0.55.001.  Estimates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians, June 2011.  

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3238.0.55.001 
2) ABS. 3238.0.  Estimates and projections, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians, 2001 to 2026.  Table 9. 

Estimated population, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians, Australia (a), 2001-2011.  
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/3238.02001%20to%202026?OpenDocument 

2)  ABS. 4727.0.55.005.  Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey: Nutrition Results - Food and 
nutrients, 2012-13, Table 14.1.  Food security (%). 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4727.0.55.0052012-13?OpenDocument 

 
 

 
 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/lookup/3101.0Media%20Release1Dec%202011
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/3236.0Main%20Features42011%20to%202036
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4364.0.55.009main+features12011-12
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3238.0.55.001
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/3238.02001%20to%202026?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4727.0.55.0052012-13?OpenDocument
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Table 2A:  Estimated Victorian population 2012 – All persons* 
 Total number 

(1) 
% Food insecure (2) Number food 

insecure 
Adults (20+ years) 4 244 563   4.6% 195 250 

Children (0-19 years) 1 384 559  63 690** 

All persons (0-85+ years) 5 628 222    258 940 

*Estimated total numbers 
** Extracted ratio from total number adults: children=3.07 
1)  ABS. 3235.0.  Population by age and sex, regions of Australia. Table 6.  Estimated resident population by Age, by 
Local Government Area – Persons-30 June 2012   
2)  Department of Health 2014. Victorian Population Health Survey 2011–12, survey findings. Food insecurity, pp515-
533.   State Government of Victoria, Melbourne.  https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/public-health/population-health-
systems/health-status-of-victorians/survey-data-and-reports/victorian-population-health-survey/victorian-
population-health-survey-2011-12       
 
 

Table 2B:  Estimated Victorian population 2011 – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders (ATSI)*   
 Total number 

(1) 
% Food insecure 

(2) 
Number food 

insecure 
Adults (18+ years) 27 297 20.3% 1 474 

Children (0-17 years) 20 036 - 1 081** 

All persons (0-85+ years) 47 333 - 2 555 

*Estimated total numbers 
** Extracted ratio from total number adults: children=1.36 
1) ABS, 2013. 3238055001DO006_201107. Estimates of ATSI Australians, June 2011, Table 2.  

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3238.0.55.001 
2) Markwick et al, 2014.  Note that this survey data refers to 2008. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/public-health/population-health-systems/health-status-of-victorians/survey-data-and-reports/victorian-population-health-survey/victorian-population-health-survey-2011-12
https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/public-health/population-health-systems/health-status-of-victorians/survey-data-and-reports/victorian-population-health-survey/victorian-population-health-survey-2011-12
https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/public-health/population-health-systems/health-status-of-victorians/survey-data-and-reports/victorian-population-health-survey/victorian-population-health-survey-2011-12
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3238.0.55.001
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Appendix 4:  Sustainable development goals* 

 
The SDGs “are a universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy 
peace and prosperity.   These 17 Goals … include “areas such as climate change, economic inequality, 
innovation, sustainable consumption, peace and justice, among other priorities. The goals are 
interconnected – often the key to success on one will involve tackling issues more commonly associated 
with another.  The SDGs work in the spirit of partnership and pragmatism to make the right choices now to 
improve life, in a sustainable way, for future generations. They provide clear guidelines and targets for all 
countries to adopt in accordance with their own priorities and the environmental challenges of the world at 
large. The SDGs are an inclusive agenda. They tackle the root causes of poverty and unite us together to 
make a positive change for both people and planet.”   

 

 
 
 
*UN Development Programme (2018) 


