Improving Health

References

I

2.

Wilkinson R. Marmot M. The Social Determinants of Health: The Solid Fucts.
Copenhagen (DNK): World Health Organization regional office; 1998.

Lee A. The 2001 Healthy Food Access Basket (HFAB) Survey [homepage on
the Internet]. Brisbane (AUST): Queensland Health; 2003 [cited 2006 Nov].
Available from: www.health.gld.gov.au/phs/ Documents/shpu/21629.pdf
Price R. NT Nutritionist s Market Basket Survey [Roy Price’s homepage on the
Internet]. Alice Springs (AUST): Ethical Nutrition Services: 2002 [cited 2006
Nov]. Available from: http://members.ozemail.com.au/~dietinfo/mbs.htm
Williams PG, Reid M, Shaw K. The lilawarra Healthy Food Price Index. 1.
Development of the food basket. Nutrition and Dietetics. 2004:61(4):200-7.
Meedeniya J. Smith A, Carter P. Food Supply in Rural South Australia: A
Survey on Food Cost, Quality and Variety. In: Ear Well SA [Children’s Health
Development Foundation page on the Internet]. Adelaide (AUST): CHSF;
2000 May [cited 2007 Feb). Available from: http://www.chdf.org.au/cgi-*b*in/
displayfile?page=/1/128/FoodSupplyReportBW.PDF.

Burns C. Gibbon P, Boak R. Baudinette S, Dunbar J. Food cost and availability
in a rural setting in Australia. Rural Remote Health. 2004:4(311):1-9.
Palermo C, Mccaffer ). Food for Thought: A Report of Food Security on the
Mornington Peninsula [community health page on the Internet]. Melbourne
(AUST): Mornington Peninsula Shire; 2005 November [cited January 2007].
Available from: http://www.mornpen.vic‘gov.au/content/content.asp’.’cid=76l
&tid=761&tpid=512&cnid=2491

National Health and Medical Research Council. Nutrient Reference Values
Jor Australia and New Zealand including Recommended Dietary Intakes
[publications page on the Internet]. Canberra (AUST): NHMRC: 2005
September 9 [cited 2006 Nov). Available from: http://www.nhmre.gov.au/
publications/_files/n35.pdf

Booth S, Smith A. Food Security and poverty in Australia - challenges for
dietitians. Nutrition and Dietetics. 2001;53(3):150-6.

. Australian Bureau of Statistics. Family Characteristics, Australia, June

2003 [statistics by title page on the Internet]. Canberra (AUST): ABS; 2004
September 22 [cited 2006 Dec]. Catalogue No.: 4442.0. Available from:
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4442.0.lun%
202003?0OpenDocument

- Australian Bureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing [Census

page on the Internet]. Canberra (AUST): ABS; 2007 January 3 [cited 2006
Dec]. Available from: http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/d33101 14.nsf/Home/
census

. National Heart Foundation of Australia. A review of the relationship between

dietary fat and cardiovascular disease. Australian Journal of Nutrition and
Dietetics. 1999;56(4):S3-S4.

- ACNielsen Australia. ACNielsen Grocery Report 2006 Summary [homepage

on the Internet]. Sydney (AUST): ACNielsen Australia; 2006 [cited 2006 Dec].
Available from: hllp://au.acnielsen.com/site/documents/Z006ACNgrocery
reportfinallores.pdf

- Australian Bureau of Statistics. Household Expenditure Survey, Australia:

Summary of Results, 2003-04 [statistics page on the Internet]. Canberra
(AUST): ABS; 2006 June [cited 2006 Dec]. Available from: http://www.
abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs@.nsf/b06660592430724fca2568b5007b8619/
576¢974dfba7243bca25690b008 1¢163!OpenDocument

. Department of Health and Ageing. Australian Guide to Healthy Eating

[publication page on the Internet]. Canberra (AUST): Commonwealth of
Australia; 2001 November 29 [cited 2006 Dec). Avaitable from: http://www.
heallh.gov.au/imernet/wcms/Publishing.nsf/Coment/health-pubhlth-strateg-
food-guide-index.htm

- Australian Bureau of Statistics. National Health Survey: Summary of Results,

2004-05 [statistics page on the Internet]. Canberra (AUST): ABS; 2006 January
27 [cited 2006 Dec]. Available from: http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.
nsf/e8ae5488b598839cca25682000131612/caclal34167e36be3ca2568a
900139364!'0OpenDocument

National Centre for Health Statistics. Clinical Growth Charts: United States
[a-z index page on the Internet]. Hyattsville (MD): US Department of Health
and Human Services: 2007 January 11 [cited 2006 Dec]. Available from:
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/aboutl’majorfnhal1es/growthcharts/clinical_ charts.
htm

- Xyris. Foodworks Nutrient Calculation Software. Brisbane (AUST): Xyris

Software; 2005.

- Australian New Zcaland Food Authority. AUSNUT - Australian Food and

Nutrient Database. Canberra (AUST): ANZFA; 1999,

-~ nmmm

doi:10.1111/j.1753-6405.2007.00088.x

Invited commentary:

It's time to determine the cost
of a healthy diet in Australia

Cate Burns
WHO Collaborating Centre for Obesity Prevention, Faculty

of Health, Medicine, Nursing and Behavioural Sciences,
Deakin University, Victoria

Sharon Friel

National Centre for Epidemiology and Population Health,
Australian National University, Australian Capital Territory

Key words: Food, cost.

Economic factors are important determinants of food security. In
terms of food access, financial resources determine an individual’s
ability to procure food; on the supply side, the cost of food is
equally important. The interplay of these two factors, financial
resources and cost, is perhaps the most immediate and important
determinant of what people do (or do not) put into their shopping
trolleys or purchase at the takeaway and ultimately eat — if you
cannot afford it you cannot eat it even if you want to!

There have been a number of studies of food cost undertaken
in Australia. The current paper, which describes the development
of a Healthy Food Basket for Victoria, is the latest study in a
body of research on this topic. The authors of all these studies
need to be commended for grasping the nettle on this issue in the
absence of any national initiative to assess and monitor the cost
of healthy food in Australia. The proliferation of such studies,
including the Healthy Food Access Basket Studies in Queensland,’
the development and use of the Illawarra Basket in Wollongong, 3
and basket studies in South Australia® and the NT,* highlight the
need for a national consensus and approach to this important
public health indicator.

The National Food and Nutrition Policy (1992)¢ has as one of
its basic tenets:

“to increase the availability of nutritious foods especially in remote

areas, to increase the affordability of nutritious foods for economically

disadvantaged people, and 1o increase the understanding of food and
nutrition”.

In 2001, the Australian Health Ministers endorsed Eat Well
Australia:” the National Public Health Nutrition Strategy, and
its Indigenous component, the National Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Nutrition Strategy and Action Plan (NATSINSAP).
These strategies support the need for national and individual
food security; in other words, the need to assure the supply of
and access to healthy, affordable and culturally appropriate foods
for all Australians. Eat Well Australia identified a number of
populations that were particularly vulnerable to food insecurity.
These included “people on low incomes; people with disabilities:
chronically ill people; frail older people; refugees; alcohol or drug
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abusers; and homeless people”. Food security is thus, in principle,

a key aim of our national nutrition policy and strategy. While the

Nexus Report,® the consultation for a national food and nutrition

monitoring system, did not directly highlight the need to collect

the price and availability of food, food security was nominated in
the report as a priority.

There is growing evidence of the link between cost of food,
food consumption and health. The relative low cost of high-
energy, nutrient-poor foods has been proposed as a key driver
of the high prevalence of obesity in low-income populations.’
There are data from the United States (US) that show a strong
positive relationship between the increasing cost of fresh fruits and
vegetables and the development of obesity in children.!” Research,
again in the US, indicates that varying food cost can be an effective
strategy for improving the consumption of healthy foods.!' The
strong message is that food cost is a major determinant of food
intake and subsequent health outcomes.

Food cost data have many uses:

» Examining the relationship between variations in food cost
(either intended or unforeseen), food expenditure and health,
for example the relationship between food cost, expenditure
and chronic diseases such as obesity.

+ The development of public health nutrition policy. For example,
the Healthy Food Access Basket (HFAB) survey is used
to advocate to all stakeholders for the improvement of the
food supply in remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities.

+ The development of healthy living standards, inclusive of
food, to be used in the determination of social policy including
minimum wage and welfare allowances."?

* Monitoring the impact of environmental stresses such as
drought or hurricane on the cost of fresh produce and patterns
of consumption.

Food costs are markers of food supply directly related to
national, community and individual food security. Above all, the
monitoring of food cost should be part of a wider public health
drive to ensure equity in access to health-enhancing resources and
the enjoyment of a healthy, productive and happy life.

What is the most current data on the cost of a healthy diet in
Australia? The HFAB team in Queensland recently reported' both
cross-sectional and longitudinal data (from the start of the survey
in 1998) on the cost of a basket of food to meet the nutritional
needs of a family of six for two weeks. These data demonstrate
the relatively high food cost experienced in rural and remote
communities. Importantly, these data draw an economic line in the
sand in terms of the cost of healthy food in both urban and rural
and remote Queensland. Interestingly, the data also demonstrate
an increase in the cost of fresh foods over and above the consumer
price index (CPI) in the order of 20-40%. These increases have
occurred after the imposition of the goods and services tax (GST).
The impact in terms of food purchase and health of these changes
in the cost of fresh foods are yet to be examined.

In policy terms, our national nutrition policy recommends
the consumption of healthy foods but little is know about the

affordability of these foods. Similarly, social policy provides

financial support but is poorly informed about nutrition and

health needs or any understanding of the cost of healthy food. The

Illawarra Healthy Food Price Index Study® showed that the current

cost of a basket of nutritious food to feed a family of four amounts

to at least 32% of the average weekly earnings and 33% of welfare
payments. The Household Expenditure Survey 2003/04"* shows
that on average Australians spend 17% of their total income on
food. Theoretically, at the poverty level, the total income goes to
pay the obligate expenses and the cost of necessities — one-third
for food, one-third for housing and one-third for other necessary
expenses.'* So at the bare minimum food should account for
no more than 30% of household income. The determination of
indicative budgetary standards for a nutritionally adequate diet has
been described by Saunders et al. 1998.'* The work of Saunders
and Williams has begun the process of establishing realistic
estimates of costs for healthy food that can be incorporated in the
determination of government allowances. The recipients of such
allowances are often among the most vulnerable of our community

who bear a large burden of disease and for whom food is often a

discretionary expense.'®

What food cost datasets are available? Food cost data are collected
for commercial purposes. Such data, although not inaccessible,
can often have limited use because of commercial sensitivities and
expense. The cost of food is monitored through determination of
the CPI. Every four months the cost of a representative basket of
11 groups of goods and services including food is collected by
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). Price data is collected
from a wide range of retail outlets in the major cities only. The
food group includes all expenditure on food and beverages for
human consumption other than alcoholic beverages. While the CPI
data are not collected with a direct focus on health and represent
costs only in the capital cities, the food group covers all “core”
food groups specified in the Australian Guide to Healthy Eating.
However, it should be noted the CPI basket also includes foods
that are less nutritionally desirable.

There have been purposive studies of healthy food in Australia.
Apart from specialised methodologies, for example store turnover
studies in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities,'”
these studies have largely been audits of the cost of a basket of
foods to meet the nutritional needs of a family of specified size.
In this respect, these studies are comparable in type to the Thrifty
Basket Study in US!® (although the latter is a much more highly
developed methodology).

Criticisms of the methodologies used in these studies have been:
* The sampling techniques and sizes.

* The foods contained in the baskets are specific to certain
communities and may not be more widely appropriate.

+ Family size may not be appropriate.

+ The need for the baskets to be updated to represent the revised
Nutrient Reference Values and perhaps reflect more than 70%
of energy needs.

+ The data collection process can be dependent on health workers
for whom this is not core business.
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Itis argued that HFAB may be more relevant to Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander communities. Alternate baskets have been
developed. The Illawarra Healthy Food Price Index? has been
developed in New South Wales. Now there is the current study of
a Healthy Food Basket for Victoria. These baskets are essentially
variations on a theme with differences in range of vegetables,
cuts of meat and type of seafood. They provide, however, a sound
basis for the development of a methodology that could be used
nationally if, indeed, a basket methodology was deemed the most
valid, reliable and cost-effective method. It may be possible to
use other cost data for food that is routinely collected, such as the
CP1, once these data have been modified to reflect nutritionally
desirable rather than commonly purchased foods.

It is important that the cost of a healthy diet in Australia is
monitored. The process to develop a system to monitor the cost of
healthy foods can be said to have begun with the National Health
and Medical Research Council’s review of Recommended Dietary
Intake as Nutrient Reference Values (NRVs) in 2005 and the recent
announcement of Commonwealth funding for the updating of
Australian core food group modelling. Further considerations in
developing a national monitoring system are:

1. Standard methodology - flexible for family size and
composition, including commonly consumed foods and
appropriate to the lifestyle of the general population but able
to be modified to reflect local differences in patterns of food
purchase and consumption.

2. Process of collection — How and who will collect food cost
data? Can we use data already routinely collected?

3. Lead agencies — There is the potential for the sharing of
expertise and cost between the States and Commonwealth.
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