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1. Introduction
The Australian Government has made a commitment to closing the gap on Indigenous
disadvantage with respect to life expectancy, child mortality, access to early
childhood education, educational attainment and employment outcomes.1 Achieving
this will require sustained action across all sectors and governments, including
through the Council of Australian Governments (COAG), to address the structural and
systemic problems that have resulted in unacceptable levels of Indigenous
disadvantage.
Improving the affordability and availability of healthy food for Indigenous
Australians, particularly those living in remote Australia, is a key part of the required
response. This submission addresses the terms of reference through a broad
examination of this issue using the conceptual framework of food security.
Section 2 briefly outlines the key elements of food security and provides evidence of
food insecurity in remote Indigenous communities, particularly with regard to low
affordability, availability and utilization of appropriate food.
In Section 3, the focus is turned to community stores and underlying factors that have
contributed to food insecurity in remote indigenous communities, namely: market
failure through imperfect competition and market power; structural impediments,
including the small populations of many isolated Indigenous communities and
associated diseconomies of scale; regulatory failure; and poor store governance and
management.
In Section 4, the submission concludes by looking at the range of current
Commonwealth Government activity directed towards addressing these problems and
improving food security in remote Indigenous communities. This includes: the
licensing of community stores in the Northern Territory as part of the Northern
Territory Emergency Response (NTER); income management in the Northern
Territory, Western Australia and Queensland; financial management services; housing
upgrades and kitchen repairs; public education to improve the governance of stores;
the Outback Stores model; and a range of Commonwealth programs aimed at
improving the uptake of healthy and nutritious foods in remote Indigenous
communities.
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The Australian Government, along with the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) has agreed
to targets:
» to close the gap in life expectancy within a generation;
• to halve the gap in mortality rates for Indigenous children under five within a decade;
e to ensure all Indigenous four years olds in remote communities have access to early childhood
education within five years;
« to halve the gap in reading, writing and numeracy achievements for Indigenous children within a
decade;
» to halve the gap for Indigenous students in year 12 attainment or equivalent attainment rates by
2020; and
« to halve the gap in employment outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians
within a decade.
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Altman, J.C., McDonnell, S. and Ward, S. 2001. Indigenous Competition and Consumer Issues: An
Interim Review of the Literature and Annotated Bibliography, CAEPR Working Paper No. 12,
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2. Food security in remote Indigenous communities
2.1 The importance of food security
The concept of food security is useful for examining issues of food supply, quality
and cost in remote Indigenous communities and the impact of these factors on the
health and economic outcomes of communities.3 In the context of this inquiry, food
security may be defined as:
'when all Indigenous people in remote communities, at all times, have physical,
social, and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life."1
Improving food security in remote Indigenous communities would directly contribute
to closing the life expectancy and infant mortality gaps between Indigenous and nonIndigenous Australians; and indirectly assist in closing the gap on education
attainment.
2,1.1

Closing the gap in life expectancy

It has been estimated that 3.5 per cent of the total burden of disease in the Indigenous
population is directly attributable to low fruit and vegetable consumption.5 The
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey 2004— 05 found that
Indigenous Australians aged 12 years and over were twice as likely to report no usual
daily fruit intake and seven times as likely to report no daily vegetable intake as nonIndigenous people.6 In remote areas, 20 per cent of Indigenous people aged 12 years
and over reported no usual daily fruit intake and 15 per cent reported no usual daily
intake of vegetables.
In recognition of these results, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
Performance Framework 2008 suggests that improving the supply and consumption
of healthy food in remote Indigenous communities is required to reduce the high
levels of preventable diet-related chronic disease suffered by Indigenous Australians,
including renal disease, heart disease and diabetes.7
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A broader interpretation of food security is suggested by Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights: 'Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and wellbeing of
himself and of his family, including food....' The human right to adequate food is also recognized in
several prominent instruments under international law including the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The FAO
definition of food security is considered more appropriate for the purposes of this inquiry.
FAO. 1996. Rome Declaration on World Food Security and World Food Summit Plan of Action.
World Food Summit 13-17 November 1996. Rome.
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2.1.2

Closing the gap in child mortality

The youthful demographic profile of the Indigenous population, which has a larger
percentage of mothers, babies and young children than the non-Indigenous population
also highlights the importance of addressing food insecurity. Poor diet and nutrition
in pregnancy can reduce birth weight and increase the incidence of infant growth
retardation, which increases the risk of death in infancy. Poor early life nutrition and
impaired growth can have life-long consequences for the health of mothers, with
flow-on effects to current and future generations, including increased morbidity and
mortality.
2.1.3 Closing the gap in educational attainment
There are well-recognised links between a healthy diet for infants and brain
development and cognitive functioning, which flow on to attainment of literacy and
numeracy skills, and school retention rates.8
2.2 Evidence of food insecurity in remote Indigenous communities
There is considerable evidence to suggest that food insecurity is a problem for many
Indigenous people in remote Australia. Poor affordability (economic access);
availability (physical access); and utilization (social access) of suitable and nutritious
food in remote communities are considered below.
2.2.1 Affordability
Food security and affordability of healthy food in remote Indigenous communities are
affected by a combination of high food prices and low household income.9
2.2.1.1 High cost of food
Community stores are the primary vehicle to ensure access to affordable and
nutritious food supply to residents of remote Indigenous communities. Most estimates
suggest that between 90 and 95 per cent of food eaten in Aboriginal communities is
food purchased in the store, with traditional foods now contributing only a small
amount to people's dietary intake.10
The cost of fresh and nutritious food in community stores in remote Indigenous
communities is significantly higher than that experienced elsewhere in Australia. For
example, the Market Basket Survey 2007 undertaken by the Northern Territory
Department of Health and Community Services showed that prices for a standardised
basket of goods (the market basket) in remote stores were, on average, around 17 per
cent higher than the market basket purchased in a Darwin supermarket in 2007.x'
MCEETYA Taskforce on Indigenous Education 2001, Solid Foundations: Health and Education
Partnership for Indigenous Children Aged 0 to 8 years. Discussion Paper June 2001
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Evidence indicates that poverty is a key determinant of dietary intake, for low income populations
generally.
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Legislative Assembly of the Northern Territory 1999. Inquiry into Food Prices in the Northern
Territory, Vol 1, August 1999. Legislative Assembly, Darwin.
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Department of Health and Community Services, Northern Territory Government 2007. Northern
Territory Market Basket Survey 2007. Note that the difference has decreased significantly compared
with the 2006 Survey data, as a result of a marked increase in Darwin supermarket prices. The 2006

The Market Basket Survey also demonstrated significant regional variability in food
prices (Figure 1). Stores in the Northern Territory Barkly region were most expensive,
with prices around 55 per cent higher than the market basket from an Alice Springs
supermarket.12
Figure 1: 2007 average cost of food basket in the Northern Territory by region
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The Northern Territory Market Basket Survey also revealed that the average cost of
the market basket peaked for communities of between 800 and 1599 people.
Surprisingly, the average cost of the market basket, while remaining high, fell in line
with community size below 800 people (Figure 2).
Similar discrepancies in food prices between remote and non-remote regions have
also been demonstrated in Queensland through the Healthy Food Access Basket
(HFAB) Survey (Figure 3). The 2006 HFAB survey indicated that the cost of food
was 24 per cent higher in very remote stores compared with major cities. Within the
very remote category (for stores greater than 2000 kms from Brisbane), the basket
cost around 33 per cent more than the cost of the basket in Brisbane. In addition,
evidence from the HFAB indicated that the price of healthy foods is increasing at a
greater rate than the price of non-healthy foods.

Survey found that prices were 26 per cent to 41 per cent higher in remote stores, compared with
Darwin supermarket prices.
A different sample basket of groceries and prices from three very remote stores in Central Australia
is at Appendix 1 (two of these stores are very close to the NT-WA border). This information was
collected by Government Business Managers in June 2008, as part of the review of the licenses of these
stores.
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Department of Health and Community Services, Northern Territory Government 2007. Northern
Territory Market Basket Survey 2007.

Figure 2 2007 Average cost of the Northern Territory food basket by
14
population 14
700 -|
650 Sf

600 -

^

550-

2

500 -

,—

450 400
<99

100-399
400-799
800-1599
- . , , . .
.
Number of people in community

>1600

Average all
Stores

Source: Northern Territory Government (2007)

Figure 3 Mean cost of Queensland Healthy Food Access Basket in 2006 15

Source: Queensland Government 2007

2.2.1.2 Low Incomes
In addition to high food prices, affordability of healthy food in remote Indigenous
communities is also affected by household income.16 In 2006, the mean (average)
equivalised gross household income17 for Indigenous people was $460 per week,
compared with $740 for non-Indigenous people.18 As shown in Figure 4, mean
14

Department of Health and Community Services, Northern Territory Government 2007. Northern
Territory Market Basket Survey 2007.
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Queensland Health 2007. The 2006 Healthy Food Access Basket (HFAB) Survey. Brisbane.
www.health.qld.gov.au/ph/documents/hpu/33125.pdf
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Evidence indicates that poverty is a key determinant of dietary intake, for low income populations
generally.
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Household income is regarded as the most useful indicator of people's command over economic
resources since income is usually pooled and shared by members of a household. Household income is
equivalised to allow households of different size and composition to be compared. The equivalised
income estimate for a household represents the amount of income that a single person household would
require to maintain the same standard of living as that household.
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ABS 2008. 4713.0 - Population Characteristics, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians,
2006.

equivalised household income was lower in remote areas compared with non-remote
areas for Indigenous people ($539 per week in Major Cities and $329 in Very Remote
areas). This pattern differed for non-Indigenous people, where mean income was
highest in Major Cities ($779) and Very Remote areas ($812).
Figure 4 Mean Equivalised Gross Household Income, Residents of occupied
private dwellings 19
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This income disparity reflects the very high level of welfare dependency for
Indigenous people in remote areas. According to the 2002 National Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Social Survey, around 60 per cent of Indigenous Australians
aged 15-64 in remote Australia received Government pensions and allowances or
CDEP as their main source of income - this proportion rises to more than threequarters in very remote areas.
When viewed alongside high food prices it is apparent that Indigenous people in
remote communities have the highest food costs as a proportion of income. This
finding was reinforced by the Northern Territory Market Basket Survey, which
indicated that the proportion of family income spent on food was higher for residents
of remote communities than in Darwin. On average, in 2007, a family of six needed
to spend 35 per cent of family income on the estimated weekly food basket in remote
communities in the Northern Territory, compared with 30 per cent for a family on a
similar income in Darwin.20
2.2.1.3 Lower proportion of income available for food
Affordability of food is further reduced in instances where a relatively high proportion
of available household income is allocated to alcohol, tobacco, illicit drug use and
gambling. This is of particular concern in remote Indigenous communities where
incomes are lower and drag and substance abuse typically higher - one study found
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ABS 2008. 4713.0 - Population Characteristics, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians,
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Department of Health and Community Services, Northern Territory Government 2007 Northern
Territory Market Basket Survey 2007.

that up to a third of the weekly income for thirteen to thirty-six year olds in two
remote communities was spent on cannabis alone. 21
Income Management has been introduced by the Australian Government to directly
address this problem and is outlined in more detail in section 4.2. Financial literacy
and management services are important tools to develop the capacity of individuals
and families to effectively manage their income and increase the proportion of income
spent on essential living expenses, such as food. More information on these programs
is provided in section 4.3.
2.2.2 Availability
Ensuring the availability of sufficient quantities of appropriate food for all people at
all times is the second key requirement for food security. The 2007 Northern
Territory Market Basket Survey found that, on average, there were eight different
choices of fresh fruit and 15 different choices of fresh vegetables in remote stores in
the Northern Territory at the time of the survey.22 Considerable variability in
availability was demonstrated by the 2007 Northern Territory Market Basket Survey,
with some stores having no fresh fruit and as low as only one fresh vegetable
available (Table 1). These results also indicate considerable regional variability, with
the Barkly district (where prices for fresh food are highest) having the poorest
availability.
Table 1 Comparison of the range of fresh fruit and vegetables available in

remote Northern Territory stores
Darwin
District

Katherine
District

East
Arnhem
District
10

Alice
Springs
District
8

Barkly
District

All
Districts

Average number fresh
9
8
5
8
fruit choices
Range (lowest-highest)
3-17
0-17
1-16
2-16
1-12
0-17
Average number of fresh 18
15
15
13
11
15
vegetable choices
Range (Lowest-highest)
11-25
7-21
2-22
3-31
3-19
1-31
14
17
9
20
Total stores surveyed
7
67
Source: Department of Health and Community Services, Northern Territory Government (2007)

In addition, a survey of Government Business Managers (GBMs) in remote
communities in the Northern Territory in July 2008 suggested that many
communities have periods where they do not have access to any fresh food. For
instance, fresh fruit and vegetables were found to be not always available in around
55 per cent of surveyed communities, while fresh meat was not always available in
70 per cent of communities (Figure 5).23 The survey of GBMs also found that fresh
21

Clough A, d'Abbs P, Cairney S, Gray D, Maruff P, et al. 2004. Emerging patterns of cannabis and
other substance use in Aboriginal communities in Arnhem Land, Northern Territory: a study of two
communities. Drug and Alcohol Review;23(4):38l-390
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Department of Health and Community Services, Northern Territory Government 2007. Northern
Territory Market Basket Survey 2007.
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TNS Consultants 2008. Survey of Government Business Managers Relating to the Impact of the
Northern Territory Emergency Response: Report of Findings, Prepared for the Department of Families,
Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs. July 2008.

fruit and vegetables are available at least several days per week in 83 per cent of
communities.
While these results are not directly comparable to the 2007 Northern Territory
Market Basket Survey due to differences in survey methodology, they highlight the
difficulty remote community stores face in maintaining an ongoing supply of fresh
fruit and vegetables.
Food availability in remote Indigenous communities may also be severely impacted
by the sudden closure of the community store or temporary disruptions to supply. In
many cases this is the result of seasonal flooding or natural disasters, including
cyclones. In some instances, store closure may occur due to management problems.
This was recently demonstrated by the closure of the community store in
Burringurrah in Western Australia in November 2008.
Figure 5 Availability of food in remote Northern Territory communities

Frozen vegetables
• Always
H At least one day a fortnight
H Never

Fresh fruit/vegetables

Frozen meat and
Fresh meat and
poultry
poultry
H Several days a week
E~3 At least once a week
M At least one day a month
H Less often than once a month
Q Not Available

Source: TNS Consultants (2008)25

While not as severe as in the Northern Territory, a similar pattern of food availability
is demonstrated in Queensland by the 2006 HFAB survey. Fewer varieties of fruit
and vegetables were available in the very remote regions of Queensland compared to
the major cities and around nine per cent of surveyed basic healthy food items were
not available in very remote stores.26

While the GBM survey reflects the GBMs impression of general food availability over the time in
which they have been in the community, the Northern Territory Market Basket Survey reflects a point
in time snapshot of food availability based on a standard basket of foods which has been determined to
meet the average energy and recommended nutrient needs of a family of six for a fortnight. It includes
breads and cereals; vegetables (potatoes; onions; carrots; cabbage; pumpkin; tomatoes; peas; beans);
fruit (apples; oranges; bananas); fresh and frozen meat; and a range of other foods.
TNS Consultants 2008. Survey of Government Business Managers Relating to the Impact of the
Northern territory Emergency Response: Report of Findings, Prepared for the Department of Families,
Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs. July 2008.
26

Queensland Health 2007. The 2006 Healthy Food Access Basket (HFAB) Survey. Brisbane.
Xhe most frequently missing HFAB items were
bananas, wholemeal flour, powdered skim milk, tinned ham, dry biscuits, orange juice and wholemeal
bread.

