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Abstract

People seeking asylum are at a high risk of experiencing food insecurity due to restricted access to income support and the right to work, often resulting in limited or
no income. A recent study of the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre (ASRC) Foodbank clearly indicated that food insecurity for people accessing this service was due
to a partial or complete lack of financial means to purchase food. It is therefore crucial that all people seeking asylum in Australia have access to Government-funded
income support and are able to work while their claims are being assessed to ensure the Right to Food becomes a reality for the many that are currently going without.

Statement

Food insecurity exists when a community does not have the
physical and financial means to access nutritionally adequate and safe
foods, or when the ability to access food in socially acceptable ways is
limited or uncertain [1-3]. Food insecurity is most often due to a lack of
financial resources, low level of food preparation skills and nutritional
education, limited availability of healthy and culturally appropriate
foods, lack of mobility, lack of transportation and homelessness [4-6].

Additionally, those who experience food insecurity tend to consume
less fresh food and more energy dense foods [4,7], increasing the risk
of poor mental health, obesity and chronic disease [8,9]. According to
the Victorian Department of Human Services, ‘poor nutrition accounts
for up to 10 percent of the total burden of disease in Australia’ (2006, p.
20), not including the significant health costs associated with diabetes
[10].

Food insecurity affects around five percent of the Australian
population [11] and the number of people requiring food aid in
Australia due to food insecurity has increased in recent years [12], with
food banks being one of the most common food aid services utilised.
Food banks (or food pantries) are typically run by charitable and not-
for-profit organisations, which collect donated and purchased grocery
items and redistribute them directly to those in need [13].

This is a growing concern among public health physicians and those
working in the sector as equitable access to food for all Australians
and those under our protection are not being adequately addressed
by governments and thereby supplemented by charities [14,15]. This
is of greatest concern for populations most affected by food insecurity
in Australia such as those with low socioeconomic status, indigenous
populations and newly arrived populations, including those seeking
asylum [16].

Currently, there are approximately 10,000 people seeking asylum in
the community in Victoria [17] and tend to experience food insecurity
at higher levels than other vulnerable groups [18]. This is due to the
dual negative effects of temporary visa restrictions and limited work
rights, often resulting in limited or no income as many are ineligible for
income support [19]. Subsequently, for many people seeking asylum
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in the Melbourne region, the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre (ASRC)
Foodbank is their main source of weekly food.

A study commissioned by the ASRC and published in 2015 [20]
found that 90% of people seeking asylum who visit the ASRC Foodbank
Program were food insecure and had run out of food in the previous
week. A further 42% reported weight loss since arriving in Australia
because they did not have enough food to eat and 40% had gone to
bed hungry. There were no statistically significance links between
level of food security and gender, age, level of education, health
status, household size, and distance from the Foodbank or region of
origin [20]. These results clearly indicate that food security for people
seeking asylum is due to a partial or complete lack of financial means
to purchase food.

If all people seeking asylum in Australia, regardless of their visa
type, had access to government-funded income support and were able
to work while their claims were being assessed then Australia would be
much closer to realising the Right to Food for this vulnerable group.
The ASRC recommends these changes to the current legislation be
seriously considered if Australia intends to remain signatory to the
Refugee Convention and uphold the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, which includes the Right to Food. Equitable access to food
also has the potential to mitigate some of the negative physical and
mental health costs associated with food insecurity that impact on
our community, both financially and socially [21], making it of great
benefit to the community at large.

While food insecurity remains a complex and multifaceted
issue affecting a variety of population groups across Australia, the
opportunity to take effective and life changing measures to improve
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access to food should be acted upon wherever possible. The Right to
Food is a human right [2], whether you are a human who is Australian
by birth, through migration or from seeking refuge. People seeking
asylum do not need to remain food insecure while they await their
visa outcomes, which can take several years and result in chronic ill-
health for years to come [22,23]. We have obligations both locally and
internationally to protect those in our care within our means [24], and
in this day and age of plenty, ensuring access to food should certainly
be within our means.
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