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Executive Summary

Community Information & Support Victoria
(CISVic) welcomes the opportunity to
contribute to the Victorian Parliamentary
Inquiry into Food Insecurity. As the peak body
representing community information and
support services across Victoria, CISVic and our
members are on the front line, working directly
with communities and people to address food
insecurity.

This submission draws on the lived experiences
and insights of our members and highlights:

* The growing prevalence and changing
demographics of food insecurity in Victoria.
The bidirectional relationship between food
insecurity, poverty, physical and mental
health.

The challenges faced by emergency relief
providers in meeting increased demand.
Policy recommendations to address food
insecurity and the systemic drivers of food
insecurity.

Key Terms

Emergency Relief: A term used by the Australian
Federal Government and the sector to describe
the crucial “safety net” of assistance provided to
people in times of financial hardship. This
includes assistance like food, food parcels,
assistance with household bills and
transportation costs.

Emergency Relief Consortia: A consortium of
CISVic member agencies funded by the
Department of Social Services to distribute
emergency relief. There are a number of other
CISVic members that deliver ER outside of this
consortium.

Food Relief: The provision of food parcels or
single food items to people in need.

Holistic Support Services: Comprehensive
services that address multiple factors leading to
food insecurity, including case management,
referrals and financial counselling.
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Recommendations

1.Increase to income support: While
recognising this is a Federal Government
responsibility, the Victorian Government
should advocate for increases to Services
Australia payments and explore state-based
supplements and strategies to ensure all
Victorians can afford food.

2.Invest in the food relief workforce: Increase
funding for ER providers to employ
coordinators to manage their operations
and ensure the viability of food relief
distribution into the future.

3.Invest in holistic support services: Increase
funding for ER providers to employ case
workers to address the multiple factors that
contribute to food insecurity.

4.Improve cross-government collaboration:
Develop a whole-of-government strategy to
address food insecurity, ensuring measures
to address the factors that contribute to
food insecurity, and sustainable and fair
funding across local, state and federal
governments.

5.Appoint a dedicated Minister or
Commissioner: The Victorian Government
should establish a dedicated role,
accountable for food security and social
equity.

6.Support innovative food access models:
Invest in piloting and scaling projects like
social supermarket models and other
initiatives that provide dignified access to
affordable food.

7.Strengthen local food systems: Invest in
community gardens, urban agriculture and
local food production initiatives to improve
access to fresh nutritious food and build
community resilience.

8.Enhance food distribution: Provide
dedicated funding for food relief including
for logistical elements of delivery like
transportation and storage.

9.Support volunteer engagement: Develop
programs to attract and retain volunteers in
the ER sector, including initiatives targeted
at attracting and retaining younger
volunteers.



Introduction

Community Information and Support Victoria (CISVic) is the peak body representing local community
information and support services across Victoria. Our member agencies provide emergency relief (ER),
information, referral and support services to Victorians experiencing personal and financial hardship.

In the last financial year, our members distributed over $6 million in food relief and material aid. We rely
heavily on government, philanthropy and community donations to fund our services and source food.

We recognise the importance of a holistic approach to food relief. We understand that food relief is
often symptomatic of broader social and economic challenges. Our approach integrates immediate
food assistance with long-term support services, addressing not just hunger, but the underlying causes
of financial hardship leading people to our services.

CISVic agencies are seeing the growing prevalence of food insecurity across Victoria first hand. This
submission draws on their experiences collected through a consultation process, data they have
collected on their services, and offers policy recommendations to address this critical issue.

The Changing Landscape of Food Insecurity in Victoria

Traditionally, there is a community perception that emergency relief (ER) is directed towards people
and families experiencing unexpected crises such as job loss, medical expenses, or sudden housing
instability. However, data reflects that demand for these services has reached unprecedented levels,
driven by incomes not keeping up with increasing cost of living, and broader economic challenges like
increasing interest rates.

Our Impact in Numbers

Episodes of Support: Supports provided: Busiest Month on Record:
May 2023 with
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Recommendations
* Invest in holistic support services: Increase funding for ER providers to employ case workers to
address the multiple factors that contribute to food insecurity, and facilitate referrals to third party
organisations that can help people with mental and physical health needs.

A Holistic Approach to Food Insecurity

CISVic adopts a uniquely holistic and place-based approach to providing food relief. When someone
seeks support at a CISVic agency, trained workers undertake an in-depth intake and assessment
process. This approach involves actively listening to a person'’s story to fully comprehend their needs
and deeper-rooted challenges, preventing the need for more complex interventions by state or federal
governments later down the track.

Our clients have complex needs, and the benefit of our service lies not only in distributing food relief,
but in understanding their needs and advocating for, and referring clients to other services. For
example, in 2022-23, 30% of all clients identified as having a disability, and 3,557 were either homeless or
at risk of experiencing homelessness. Research has demonstrated that CISVic's holistic approach to
addressing both the complex needs of our clients in tandem with providing immediate relief provides
significant value for clients, and reduced expense for the state.

Our members see the value of this work in the community every day, and this was quantified in the
findings from the evaluation of the Working for Victoria program. In March 2020, the Victorian
Government announced the $500 million Working for Victoria fund (WfV) to help people who lost

CISVic secured funding under this program and from July 2020, employed 56 staff to help deliver
support services at local member agencies. Most staff were employed for emergency, community
support work, case work and the provision of food and groceries. All staff were employed on a
temporary basis, usually about six months.

All agency managers, and 92.3% of WfV staff reported that employing WfV staff enabled their agency
to address the critical needs of the community during the COVID-19 crisis, with one manager saying
“The WV project allowed our agency to continue to operate, and not only that, to grow and develop its
services to meet the need of the community that was in desperate need of an agency like ours.”.
Despite the value of this program, in helping our agencies better meet community demand, the
investment was short lived. However, since the pandemic, demand for our services has continued to
rise, putting exceptional strain on our majority volunteer workforce.

Recommendations:

* Invest in holistic support services: Increase funding for food relief providers to employ caseworkers
to address the multiple factors that contribute to food insecurity, expanding the success of the
WfV program and building a workforce that can meet growing demand.

* Support innovative food access models: In addition to providing holistic support, invest in piloting
and scaling social supermarket models and other initiatives that can provide easy and dignified
access to food.
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Challenges in Service Provision

Our sector faces numerous challenges in meeting increased demand including increased operational
costs and inadequate funding. Agencies struggle with the complex logistics of food storage, labeling and
distribution, especially with limited staff and volunteer capacity. Federal and State Government funding
for our services has returned to pre-covid levels while demand has increased. Transportation and
delivery of food, especially in rural and regional areas are major challenges. Additionally, agencies have
fewer volunteers, and existing volunteers are experiencing burnout due too increased demand and
workload.

Specific Challenges:

* Inconsistent Funding: Reliance on local government funding, which is not applied consistently
across the state limits member agencies’ ability to provide holistic support.

* Rising costs: Rising food costs put a strain on agency budgets and reduce the amount of assistance
they can provide.

e Logistics: Agencies struggle with the complex logistics of food delivery timing, food safe storage,
labelling and distribution, particularly with limited staff and volunteer capacity, and an older
workforce that experiencing difficulties with the physical labour of providing food relief.

* Volunteer burnout: The physical nature of food relief work can be challenging on the workforce
which is predominantly comprised of older volunteers .

Recommendations:

* Enhance Food Distribution: Provide dedicated funding for the logistical aspects of food relief,
including transportation, storage and distribution infrastructure.

e Support Volunteer Engagement::Develop programs to attract and retain volunteers in the food
relief sector, including initiatives targeted at younger volunteers.

* Appointment of a dedicated Minister or Commissioner: The Victorian Government should establish
a dedicated role accountable for food security and social equity for a more consistent approach to
addressing these challenges.

* |Improve cross-government collaboration: Develop a whole-of-government strategy to address
food insecurity, ensuring measures to address the factors that contribute to food insecurity and
sustainable and fair funding across local, state and federal government.

Conclusion

Food insecurity is a growing crisis in Victoria with far-reaching impacts on health, wellbeing and social
cohesion. Addressing the issue requires a multifaceted approach that tackles the root causes of need,
while also strengthening the capacity of food relief providers. By implementing the recommendations
outlined in this submission, the Victorian Government can make significant strides in ensuring all
Victorians have access to affordable, nutritious and culturally appropriate food.

CISVic and our member agencies are willing to work closely with the Victorian Government to continue
to develop and implement effective solutions to food security in our state.
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Community Information and Support
1134 Glen Huntly Road, Glen Huntly VIC 3163

Call 03 9672 2000
Email admin@cisvic.org.au
Visit www.cisvic.org.au

QOO @cCISVictoria
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