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Joint Policy Statement of The Coalition for Healthy Remote Stores on

Food Relief in Remote Communities

Government action to improve food security is a long-standing priority for remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities. Structural determinants’, particularly adequate income to account for the high cost of living in these
communities, requires the urgent attention of Government and must be addressed for continual improvements. The
extremely high rates of food insecurity in remote communities are recognised as a long-term issue, which continues to
worsen. While food relief models™ provide a temporary response, they are not designed to be long-term solutions and
cannot meet the needs of communities with extremely high rates of food insecurity. With supportive action, existing
community-led food relief models can be strengthened. Viable community stores are essential to ensure ongoing food
security in remote communities. The financial security of stores must be considered when implementing food relief
initiatives. Current food relief models elsewhere in Australia are not likely to meet the needs of remote communities
and may have unintended consequences, such as impacting community driven decision-making, disrupting existing
support structures, or affecting store viability.

Key policy positions

1. Food relief is a short-term response to food insecurity. For long-term, sustainable change, funding must be
prioritised to address the structural determinants of food security such as increasing the Remote Area Allowance.

2. Food relief models in remote communities must be community-led and community-informed. Communities must
be supported to identify and design food relief models that align with their existing resources, capacity and
priorities. Appropriate funding should prioritise community-led food relief models.

3. Community-owned stores are the primary source of purchased food, essential goods, and key services such as fuel,
power, banking and telecommunications. Community-owned stores build economic independence and
employment opportunities. Their ongoing viability must be safeguarded when implementing food relief models.

4. Barriers to food relief must be minimised. Given the high rates of food insecurity in remote communities, food
relief models must ensure dignity, choice, be culturally and nutritionally appropriate and prioritise the provision of
high quality food aligned with the Australian Dietary Guidelines.

Who we are

The Coalition for Healthy Remote Stores is comprised of 14 Aboriginal-community controlled, Aboriginal-led and
non-government, retail, health organisations, research institutes and universities. Our work is directly informed by the
leadership of Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory. We acknowledge that remote stores operate alongside food
systems that have existed and provided sustainable food security for millennia. We recognise the critical role that food
retail stores have in preventing and managing preventable chronic disease and the many store initiatives that Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander communities have contributed to, to counter the burden of chronic disease. We call for
evidence-informed action to support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community, storeowner and retailer efforts
to improve the healthiness of food retail stores in remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities across
Australia. Immediate action is needed to reduce the health inequity experienced and improve health outcomes to

support the strong future of communities.
* structural determinants of food security include adequate income, employment and housing, and access to food that is affordable and health-promoting?®
“*defined here as the variety of ways food relief can be provided e.g., food boxes, vouchers, food donations to nutrition programs, mobile or social supermarkets



Facts and evidence

1.

Food insecurity is a deeply concerning issue in remote communities. National data reports that 51% of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander households in remote areas experience food insecurity.? Research has previously
reported a higher prevalence of food insecurity (76%) among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and
families living in remote communities.> # This is in the context where poverty and inequality are worsening for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in remote Australia.’

Food relief is an important emergency response but does not address the cause of food insecurity. While food relief
models are designed for short-term assistance, in practice, many people in Australia rely on food relief for extended
periods.® Food relief does not address the causes of food insecurity and does not decrease the incidence of food
insecurity.”®

A community-led approach that is flexible, builds on and supports existing programs while not impacting the
viability of community-controlled food services and outlets is imperative. Funding and decision making should be
first allocated to community providers to support this approach. This is in line with community sentiment and is
supported by the National Strategy for Food Security in Remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Communities®
Many remote communities offer a diverse range of food programs including school breakfast, youth and aged care
programs, with their supplies often sourced through the community store. Any additional food relief initiatives
should complement and enhance these existing efforts rather than disrupt them. °

Nutritional quality must be prioritised in food relief programs. Current food relief models in Australia often rely on
rescued and donated food, which may include a high proportion of unhealthy options'.!° Provision of unhealthy
food may exacerbate existing high rates of chronic disease. Food provided must be of high quality and in accordance
with the Australian Dietary Guidelines. Funding for food programs must prioritise the provision of nutritious food.
Additionally, eligibility requirements for food relief should be designed to minimise barriers to access, as stringent
proof-of-need requirements can be disempowering.!

Remote stores are an essential service and central to community wellbeing and economic sustainability. It is
estimated that 98% of food purchases are made at the local remote community store or takeaway.'* Remote stores
are also often the sole source of essential non-food household items including fuel, power, clothing, personal
hygiene products and whitegoods, and provide vital services including banking, telecommunications, electricity
cards and employment for local community residents.' 13 Remote stores have existing infrastructure and
established supply chains and are often owned by community Directors who have extensive local knowledge.!* To
maintain their essential role, stores must be supported as the primary food supply outlet in remote communities.
The introduction of food relief models should be community-led to ensure alignment with local priorities and
prevent unintended impacts on store viability.

*Unhealthy (also known as discretionary) food and beverages are high in sugar, fat, and salt!® These include sugary drinks (soft drinks, cordial, and fruit drink), confectionery, sugar,
sweet biscuits, cake, ice cream, processed meat, pies and sausage rolls, crisps, deep fried foods (e.g., chips), salt?6.

Responsibility and current contacts
The Coalition is represented by organisations who work in partnership with Aboriginal leaders and community residents
to improve food security and healthy stores.

Arnhem Land Progress Aboriginal Corporation: Laura Baddeley Laura.Baddeley@alpa.asn.au (08) 8944 6444
Monash University: Prof Julie Brimblecombe julie.brimblecombe@monash.edu 0447614532

Menzies School of Health Research: Dr Beau Cubillo beau.cubillo@menzies.edu.au (08) 89595351

The University of Queensland: A/Prof Megan Ferguson megan.ferguson@ug.edu.au (07) 3365 5546
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