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Purpose

This submission responds to the Social Development Committee’s Inquiry into the
prevalence and effectiveness of programs in preschools and schools to ensure children
and young people don’t go hungry during the day.

The submission focuses on the need to enhance food security for children and young
people, with options beyond school meal programs offered as recommendations.
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Recommendations

Child and Family Focus SA (CAFFSA) recommends that the South Australian
government:

1. Address the root causes of food insecurity by focusing on social determinants
such as poverty and food deserts in regional areas.

2. Establish a Food Security Strategy that is informed by lived experience
3. Establish an equitable school lunch program in South Australia

4. Expand options such as Foodbank Hubs to support families to increase their
food security outside of the school term.

Response

CAFFSA strongly believes that providing children with consistent access to nutritious
breakfast and lunch at school will lay the foundation for educational success.
Grounded in children’s fundamental rights to adequate nutrition and education, well-
funded school meal programs enhance students’ ability to engage effectively in learning
while supporting their physical and cognitive development. By addressing food
insecurity, these programs foster equitable opportunities for all South Australian
children to thrive academically and socially.

The proportion of children and young people in South Australia
who go to preschool and school without having breakfast
and/or bring lunch

In South Australia, meal skipping and poor dietary habits among some schoolchildren
undermine educational and health outcomes. A survey of 71,390 public school
students in Grades 4-12 reveals that 35.4% occasionally or frequently skip breakfast,
while 9.6% never eat it, meaning over one-third of students start the school day without
adequate nutrition.’

Food insecurity severely impacts some South Australian children, with school meal
programs offering access to nutritious food. The Foodbank Hunger Report 20242 reveals
that 330,000 South Australian households experienced food insecurity in the past year,

" Government of South Australia. (2022). Breakfast skipping among children and adolescents in South
Australia: A snapshot of recent research. https://www.education.sa.gov.au/docs/support-and-
inclusion/student,-health-and-disability-support/breakfast-skipping-among-children-and-adolescents-
in-south-australia.pdf

2 https://reports.foodbank.org.au/foodbank-hunger-report-2024/
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with 51% facing severe hardship, including skipping meals or going entire days without
food. Itis also a widespread problem that is growing worse. Nationally, 48% of
households earning under $30,000 are food insecure, a 5% rise since 2022, with 70% of
food-insecure households with children cutting back on essential foods like fresh
produce and protein. In South Australia, this translates to compromised nutritional
intake for thousands of schoolchildren.

Food insecurity is linked to broader socioeconomic challenges, including low
household income and limited access to affordable, healthy food in remote and
regional areas, reinforcing the need for school-based interventions. In 2018, 26% of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander households in South Australia reported food
insecurity. This insecurity is associated with greater concerns for rural and Aboriginal
children, with Aboriginal children deriving only 8% of calories from fruit compared to
12% for non-Indigenous peers, increasing risks of chronic diseases.

The academic and social impacts of preschool and school
hunger

School meal programs (SBPs) have been found to deliver significant educational,
nutritional, and psychosocial benefits internationally. Research shows that SBPs
enhance attention, memory, creative thinking, and physical endurance, while improving
motivation, school attendance, punctuality, and on-task behaviour, leading to fewer
classroom disruptions and better academic performance.? Participating children also
develop stronger peer relationships and experience less victimization as meal programs
provide a safe, supervised setting for children to build social skills and engage in
activities like age-appropriate food preparation.

In Australia, skipping breakfast has been linked to lower levels of school participation in
three different area:

- Cognitive Engagement: the will and effort to achieve intellectual success.

- Emotional Engagement with Teachers: wholesome connections and confidence
in getting help.

- Emotional Engagement with School: a feeling of security and inclusion in the
classroom.*

3lchumar, S. O., Dahlberg, E. E., Paynter, E. B., Lucey, F. M., Chester, M. R., Papertalk, L., & Thompson, S.
C. (2018). Looking through the Keyhole: exploring realities and possibilities for school breakfast programs
in rural Western Australia. Nutrients, 10(3), 371.

4 Government of South Australia. (2024). WELLBEING AND ENGAGEMENT COLLECTION All SA students
survey year: 2024 Government and Non-Government Students
https://www.education.sa.gov.au/docs/system-performance/data-reports/wec-results-report-2024.pdf
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When compared to their counterparts who always ate breakfast, students who skipped
breakfast (sometimes or always) consistently reported lower ratings in all three
engagement categories. Furthermore, children who consistently skipped breakfast had
a markedly higher likelihood of reporting:

- Fewerrestful sleep nights.
- Reduced general health.
- Increased melancholy and anxiety.

Over time, poorer academic performance can result from these mental and physical
health conditions that directly affect focus, learning ability, and classroom conduct.

In contrast, regular breakfast significantly boosts academic performance and well-
being. A study of 28,651 South Australian children aged 8-16 shows that children who
eat breakfast daily perform better in literacy and numeracy, with only 13.6% showing
poor numeracy skills compared to 32.8% of those who skip it daily. °* These impacts are
shown in Figure 71, where skipping breakfast increases the risk of poor academic
outcomes.

Figure 1

Impact of skipped breakfast on student domains
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From: Government of South Australia. (2022). Breakfast skipping among children and adolescents in
South Australia: A snapshot of recent research. https://www.education.sa.gov.au/docs/support-and-

5Sincovich, A., Sechague Monroy, N., Smithers, L. G., Brushe, M., Boulton, Z., Rozario, T., & Gregory, T.
(2025). Breakfast skipping and academic achievement at 8-16 years: a population study in South
Australia. Public Health Nutrition, 28(1), e28. d0i:10.1017/5S1368980024002258
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Ways to support families to decrease the number of children
and young people going to preschool and school hungry

CAFFSA welcomes the exploration of school meal programs but notes that meal
skipping by students is only a symptom of other, more critical, social issues. Food relief,
while vital in times of crisis, is not a sustainable solution to food insecurity, as
highlighted in the 2023 Western Australian Hungry for Change report. Stakeholders
emphasized that food relief fails to tackle the structural inequalities driving hunger,
such as poverty and limited access to resources. Experts argued that providing food
does not resolve underlying causes and may obscure systemic issues, perpetuating
reliance on temporary aid. For South Australia, where 330,000 households face food
insecurity, this underscores the need for school meal programs to be part of a broader
strategy addressing root causes, ensuring long-term nutritional security for children.

Further, providing meals during school terms does not address food insecurity during
the holidays. England’s Holiday Activities and Food (HAF) Programme, launched in 2019
and expanded nationwide by 2021, offers an alternative model. The program provides
six weeks of free meals and activities during school holidays to children from low-
income families, primarily those eligible for benefits-related free school meals. By
2022-23, it enabled local authorities to support thousands of vulnerable children,
ensuring access to nutritious food and enriching activities outside term time.® This type
of program focuses less on children attending school having eaten and more on
supporting them to maintain healthy development.

Alternative supports could also enhance the capacity of families to provide children
with nutritious meals during the remainder of the day and school year. Social
supermarkets support South Australian school meal programs by empowering families
during non-school periods. In these supermarkets, eligible low-income households
access subsidized fresh and packaged foods in a dignified, choice-based retail
environment. By fostering self-reliance and community engagement, social
supermarkets complement school breakfast and lunch programs, supporting children
from food-insecure households. Expansion and greater support of Foodbank hubs in SA
would therefore assist in offering food security throughout the year.

Recognising the multiple factors that influence children’s nutrition, CAFFSA
recommends that there be a focus on addressing the root causes
of food insecurity. CAFFSA further recommends that a Food Security Strategy be

6
https://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/Parliament/commit.nsf/(Report+Lookup+by+Com+ID)/B51A8758932

63FC0482589D500291565/$file/Hungry%20for%20Change%20-
%20JSCCCYP%20report%206.pdf#page=119.10
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developed and ensure that it is informed by those with lived experience and
developed closely with local communities. To address food security throughout the
year, CAFFSA recommends expansion of available supports, such as social
supermarkets like Foodbank Hubs.

The operation of other national and international preschool
and school meal programs and their effectiveness

Western Australia has taken steps to support children’s access to nutritional meals at
school. The 2023 Hungry for Change report’ highlights that these programs serve over
1.2 million meals annually across more than 500 schools, reaching thousands of
children, particularly in Aboriginal and remote communities. Participation correlates
with a 15% increase in school attendance and a 10% improvement in academic
engagement, as students benefit from consistent access to nutritious breakfasts and
lunches.

Western Australian experiences with school breakfast programs provide critical lessons
regarding implementation. Key considerations include:

+ Inefficient communication between school staff, Foodbank WA, and volunteers
caused oversupply of less-preferred items like oats and underuse of available
fresh fruit, which was diverted to the Crunch&Sip® program for classroom fruit and
vegetable breaks. Establishing regular coordination forums with schools,
Foodbank SA, and external partners can streamline operations, address logistical
barriers, and ensure SBPs deliver nutritional, educational, and psychosocial
benefits tailored to each school’s community needs.

e Overburdened teachers in stressed schools prioritize basic meal provision,
limiting time for health education and social interaction, with 50% of Victorian
schools reporting staffing and volunteer shortages as a major barrier. Recruiting
and training committed volunteers, including Aboriginal Education Assistants, to
deliver nutrition education and foster social engagement can reduce teacher
workload, supporting holistic outcomes for children from low-income and single-
parent families who face reduced social interaction at home.

e AlLSBP foods must comply with nutritional guidelines, such as the Department of
Education’s Healthy Food and Drink policy, but non-Foodbank sourced items risk
undermining health objectives. Schools need contingency budgets for
perishables like high-fibre bread and fresh fruit to address dietary gaps, such as
the 10% vegetable shortfall among students, with administrators regularly

7

https://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/Parliament/commit.nsf/(Report+Lookup+by+Com+ID)/B51A8758932
63FC0482589D500291565/$file/Hungry%20for%20Change%20-%20JSCCCYP%20report%206.pdf
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reviewing menus to promote long-term healthy eating habits that influence future
health outcomes.

e Poorrecord-keeping in one school led to stock mismatches, with no filing system
for invoices or delivery notes, causing overstocking of oats and missed
opportunities for fresh produce. Implementing systems to track weekly and
monthly consumption rates, alongside staff training on Foodbank SA’s available
items, can minimize stock-outs and excess, ensuring consistent meal provision
and efficient program evaluation.

e Limited cold storage in rural and remote schools restricts access to fresh foods,
exacerbated by sparse supermarket availability. Investing in adequate
refrigeration and forming partnerships with regional organizations for perishable
deliveries, such as fresh fruit, can reduce reliance on frequent Foodbank SA
pickups, lower freight costs, and ensure students receive nutritious meals
regularly.

e School gardens enhance nutrition education by teaching food origins and
increasing fruit and vegetable knowledge, but maintenance challenges in a
regional school highlighted issues of ownership and access. Clear guidelines
promoting gardens as educational tools and community resources, with
dedicated supportfor upkeep, can supplement Foodbank SA supplies and engage
students in healthy eating behaviours.

Tasmania also piloted a program that provided free hot lunches, with students showing
notable gains in behaviour and attendance.® These meals had an average cost of $4.72
per student, which dropped as more students participated, proving that, with proper
management, such programmes can be scaled and made affordable. Serving 600,000
nutritious meals annually across 45 schools, the program improved dietary quality by
25%, with 80% of students consuming vegetables daily compared to 60% pre-program.
Participation reached 85% in most schools, driven by universal access and peer
influence, reducing stigma and enhancing social cohesion. The program boosted
concentration and academic performance by 15%, particularly for food-insecure
students, and supported local economies through sourcing 70% of ingredients locally.
Challenges included initial hesitancy, staffing shortages (30% of schools reported
issues), and logistical barriers in rural areas.

To successfully implement a school meals program, the following should be
considered:

e Scholars warn against means-tested approaches to school meals, which may
unintentionally stigmatise pupils from low-income households and deter
involvement. Western Australian school meal program findings also emphasize

8 Jose, K., Smith, K., Sutton, L., Masila, N., Fraser, B., Proudfoot, F., & Cleland, V. (2024). School Lunch
Project Evaluation: Final Report 2024. https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2024/07/Menzies-SLP-Final-Report-2024_WEB_OP.pdf
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universal access to ensure all children, especially those in food-insecure
households, benefit without stigma.

e Programs should adhere to nutritional guidelines to provide balanced meals,
addressing issues like the 10% shortfall in vegetable consumption among
students.

e Adequate funding, staff training, and infrastructure, particularly in remote areas,
are crucial to overcome logistical barriers.

e Culturally appropriate menus and student involvement in meal preparation
enhance engagement and acceptance.

e Effective school lunch programs in South Australia should prioritize voluntary
participation to ensure community acceptance. Experts caution against
mandatory programs due to Australia’s cultural preference for packed lunches
and individual responsibility, recommending optional participation to encourage
parental and student buy-in.

e Partnerships should be formed with local providers to source ingredients.

e Place-based solutions must be established rather than top-down approaches.
The local needs of different communities are likely to be diverse and therefore a
careful community consultation and co-design is required.

e Effective coordination of the right ingredients delivered to the right locations is
important.

e Ensure adequate staffing is available and do not rely on volunteers who may
become overburdened.

e Programs become more cost effective with scale.

These findings suggest the design and delivery of potential South Australian school
lunch programs should prioritize equity, nutrition, and community collaboration to
effectively combat food insecurity and support student wellbeing.

Conclusion

CAFFSA recognises that learning requires a foundation of good nutrition so that
students can succeed. While school meal programs can make a significant difference
during the school day, students with food insecurity need greater support throughout
the year. Focusing on the social determinants of food insecurity and offering families a
range of options to meet their food needs without stigma or shame are important to
consider alongside any standalone program.

SUBMISSION ENDS.
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