Eating rough – rough justice for homeless young people in Adelaide

On census night 2001 there were 99,900 homeless Australians and over half of them were under 25 years of age. Homeless people are one of the most marginalised, groups in our society, their numbers are increasing, and the profile of the population changing. No longer are they characterised by the “skid row” single, adult, male or the itinerant alcoholic “swaggie” of the Depression years. Homeless people in the 21st century are women, toddlers, teenagers, and families.  

None of us here has any idea of what it’s really like to be homeless – day in day out, for months, or even years. Homeless people live their lives against a backdrop of violence, fear, uncertainty, stress and chaos. For many, the daily grind centres around trying to secure basic needs for human survival such as shelter and food. Poor nutrition through limited food intake has been cited as one of the many health consequences of homelessness, yet little evidence exists about the food intake patterns of this increasingly large sub-population. Food insecurity is one of the risks of living without stable shelter. It can be defined as:

·  “…access by all people at all times to sufficient food for an active and healthy life”
· It includes at a minimum


(a) the ready availability of nutritionally adequate & safe food

(b) assured ability to acquire food in socially acceptable ways

Australia with its abundant and varied food supply has been described as a food secure country. Paradoxically there are some groups of the population who are food insecure such as people living on low incomes, Indigenous Australians, disabled or aged people and the homeless.

Given the limited time, I won’t go into details about the research design or methodology involved in recruiting 150 homeless young people (I’ll happily bore you over a glass of red or two for that).  Suffice to say, given the complex nature of homelessness, a mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods were used to answer the research questions.

I’ll cut straight to the chase and talk about the data.  The data I will present today looks at food intake patterns and food sources of 150 homeless youth.  It comes from my PhD research on the experience of food insecurity of homeless young people aged 15-24 years in Adelaide.  I’d like to acknowledge the support of my supervisors at this point, and the Adelaide City Council Scholarship in Public Health.

Individual food intake patterns of homeless youth in Adelaide

So what do homeless people eat? The food intake patterns of homeless youth in this study were characterised by the following three main points.

(1) Homeless youth eat little per se and when they do eat variety is limited 

· 9% (n=14) had not eaten anything in the 24 hours prior to interview.  

· Less than 10% of respondents (n=14) had eaten foods from all five food groups in the previous 24 hours

· 55% omitted at least two of the 5 food groups

Three quarters of respondents failed to eat any fruit and half ate no vegetables in the last 24 hour. This is of concern because fruit and vegetables are valuable sources of anti-oxidants, vitamins A&C, fibre and folate and are widely agreed to be protective agents against a variety of health problems.

The data on limited food intake and variety is consistent with other studies of homeless young people in the UK, US and Canada and work in disadvantaged youth in Sydney. Limited variety is of concern because a mixture of foods across a range of food types in required to obtain all the nutrients essential to good health.

So how does this compare with domiciled young people? Using data from the 1995 National Nutrition Survey I was able to compare the food group data of HYP to that of an age-matched domiciled population.  

· Not surprisingly, neither homeless nor domiciled youth were meeting the healthy eating guidelines.

· Homeless young people ate fewer serves of each food group than domiciled youth. There were significant differences between the median serves of foods from the 

· Breads & cereals group

· Fruit

· Meat, meat alternative, fish, poultry group.

(2) Secondly, eating three meals per day is not usual.  A reduced frequency of eating is commonplace.

· Less than one in five (n=27) said they ate three main meals per day.  

· Rather, 60% (n=90) said they ate three main meals per day, once a week or less often.  

· Most homeless youth (42%) in this study reported eating one meal per day.

(3) Despite the existence of welfare food services, hunger was a prominent issue for many respondents.

· 73%(n=83) said they went to sleep hungry once a week or more frequently

· 53%(n=80) reported not eating for 2 or more consecutive days at some time.

· Those who had been homeless for < 12 months were more likely not to have eaten for 2+ days (p=0.003).

For example Leo says “Centrelink was supposed to send out a couple of forms to me so I got an interview for something but they never made it to my postal address, so they cancelled my payments.  I had to go without payments for two weeks and I lived without food for a week or so”

Food Sources

I’d now like to shift focus to the food sources used by homeless youth in this study.

Homeless youth did not tend to rely on a single food source – usually they used a combination of welfare and other sources.  In many cases these other sources involved unorthodox food acquisition practices such as theft or begging.

· Theft of food 65% (n=98)

· Welfare agencies 63% (n=94)

· Begging money for food 61% (n=88).  Those who had been homeless before were more likely to have begged for food (p=0.019)

· Begging for food items per se 44% (n=63)

There was a significant relationship between those who had been homeless on a previous occasion and a)food theft and b) theft of money to buy food.

Males were more likely than females to have stolen money for food.

Four of the fifteen interviewees used jail or overnight alcohol detoxification facilities as a food source.  This appears to be used as respite from life on the streets and an accepted strategy for some to access a high quality and varied diet.

Such is the attraction of detox or jail that some may deliberately engage in behaviours that increase the likelihood of temporary incarceration.  Although reported by small numbers, this is of interest and had not been reported elsewhere in the literature to date as a means of food acquisition.

As Dimitri explains “Oh at least you get stews, lasagna, fish and chips, all that.  People think it’s hard in there [jail], it’s not.  You get like decent meals and that, it’s a free roof over your head….It’s just like a laugh ‘cos half the time its [the food] better in jail.”
So what- limited food justice?

In commenting on the food provided by a particular Church based agency, a homeless young person told me, “I’m used to eating crap, but not that crap…..even God wouldn’t eat that crap”.  This begs the question , well why, why should he have to eat crap in the first place? Don’t we care enough about our homeless young people to help and support them with the best food possible? Why should they have to eat donated day old cakes, pies and pasties that are barely warm, or a stew that was described as “a roadkill on a plate”? You and I wouldn’t eat that food by choice, so why should homeless people have to? The fact that they don’t have a choice, doesn’t make it acceptable, nor should they have to be “grateful”. I find it disturbing that so-called civil society is willing to tolerate the fact that a proportion of people do not have access to adequate food…..so long as it doesn’t threaten all of us.

Homelessness is a complex social problem, however, we do have a responsibility to ensure that marginalised groups such as the homeless can access a flexible supply of fresh, acceptable contemporary food, while they seek support to make the transition off the streets. Access to a nutritious food supply is pivotal for adequate growth & development and wellbeing.  

Food poverty has grown in the rich world as a result of neoconservative policies and neglect by States of their international obligations. Food is a basic human right and the right to food constitutes a claim against the State, civil society and the private sector to protect, respect and fulfil it. The declining role of the State and the increasing role of welfare responses such as Foodbanks, and emergency food provision services are both symptomatic and symbolic of the failure of the welfare state to adequate address the needs of it’s citizens.  

The term ‘food justice’ asserts the human right to adequate food, especially for marginalised populations. This is a fundamental right of citizenship. Food needs to be shifted from a welfare discourse to a human rights discourse, politicians need civic urging to adopt a rights based approach to food rather than seeing food as economic commodity only. The right to food challenges food and agriculture polices and free trade agreements. Until food is seen as a matter for justice not charity, there’s little hope for progress on this issue. Our homeless young people deserve and are entitled to food justice in the 21st century.

� Kendall & Kennedy 1998
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