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When we think of children going hungry in Aotearoa/New Zealand, something strikes at the heart of 

what we believe about ourselves.   We can barely comprehend it in this land of abundance and beauty. 

 We have held on to stories of neighbourhood sharing and caring, of family and whānau that looked 

after each other in the hard times and yet we are confronted with the awful truth that hundreds of 

children are suffering from lack of the most basic need – food.  What are we to do to respond to these 

children – our children – to not only restore to them a right, but also to nurture them in the way of the 

common good, to have them fully participate and understand themselves to be of equal and immense 

value.  It’s the layers in this report that we are called to give attention to, not just the need to feed 

children.  Certainly by taking up the inherent challenge between these layers, we might find ourselves in 

the much greater act of restoring family, whānau, neighbourhood, and communities.  A return not to 

the egalitarian dream but a vision for a restored nation. 

Karen Morrison-Hume, Anglican Action 

 

Any document that raises awareness and discussion in our community, of such a vital issue for the 

future is to be heralded.  Child hunger is not just a moral issue. While academic debate may continue, it 

appears well founded that “child hunger hampers a young person’s behaviour, concentration, and ability 

to learn and becomes more likely to suffer from poverty as an adult.”  Jesus saw such potential in 

children, welcomed them, and chided his disciples “not to hinder them”.  The Salvation Army’s strategic 

goal to “take significant steps to eradicate poverty” would see this not as something for government to 

mandate, or schools to solve, but for caring  communities –government –business – community 

agencies - schools – parents,  coming together to find workable solutions for the children of their 

communities. 

Wilfred Arnold, Lt Col. Director, The Salvation 

Army Community Ministries (The Nest)  
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Executive Summary 
The stories included in this report suggest that the food security of our children is the collective 

responsibility of parents and whānau, schools, government, social services and wider community. There 

is a place for everyone in building resilient and connected communities that have the ability to share 

resources and look after one another.  

The inadequacy of income for people reliant on low wages and benefits is the largest determinant of 

food insecurity. Making ends meet in the context of a lack of affordable and social housing, rising food 

prices, and a lack of employment opportunity is incredibly challenging. As the analysis in this report 

indicates, a low income family would need to spend a relatively unachievable proportion of their 

disposable income in order to afford a basic healthy diet. A basic healthy diet is therefore simply out of 

reach for many low income families. Strategies and polices to improve the incomes of low wage and 

benefit dependent families with children is urgently required if the food security of our children is to be 

realised.  

This research estimates that across the decile 1 and 2 schools in the Waikato region, approximately 25% 

of children are coming to school with some degree of food need. Schools are responding to the issue of 

child hunger in a number of ways with much concern, care and creativity. Approximately 75% of the 

decile 1 and 2, primary and intermediate schools in the Waikato have a breakfast programme. Given 

that lower decile schools have relatively higher numbers of Māori and Pasifika students, it is important 

that any school community food initiatives and programmes recognise and support the cultural aspects 

of food and food provision.  

 

A major challenge of food programmes is finding the staff and volunteers to manage and facilitate the 

delivery of the programmes. Reaching all students who are in need of food is also challenging. The 

feelings of shame that accompany food insecurity can keep children away from food programmes and 

away from school.  The concern that school food programmes may abdicate parental responsibility and 
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create dependency is expressed by some people in schools, social services and the wider society. Whole 

school approaches to food engage communities, parents and whānau in the development of food 

provision and food security and therefore provide a hopeful response to these concerns. Of particular 

interest is the possibility of whole school meals in terms of the equality, life-skills, and the parental and 

collective responsibility that they can encourage. The affordability of food is also improved through the 

pooling of resources and bulk purchasing that whole school meals enable. 

Schools are generally enthusiastic about the possibility of teaching food-related life skills (including 

cooking and gardening) at school. However, the lack of facilities and a ‘crowded curriculum’ are two of 

the impediments to increasing this activity. Again, whole school approaches that engage parents, 

whānau, teachers, caretakers and community are worthy of consideration. Other issues are discussed in 

this report. Increased mentoring support for teachers in the area of developing food-related life skills 

would appear to be useful.  The fact that a large percentage of schools have vegetable gardens is 

encouraging. However, more could be done to support and encourage schools to grow fruit trees.  

The food security of our children is a collective responsibility. We recommend that the government 

develops policy that improves the incomes of people on low wages and benefits.  The more equitable 

distribution of resources is in our collective best interests and is most certainly in the interests of our 

children. Schools would be well advised to engage with parents, whānau and community to develop 

whole school approaches to food provision and security. Social services, philanthropy, business, parents, 

whānau and community can support schools in many ways to bolster the opportunity and possibility 

that schools have in ensuring the food security of their students. The ways in which school communities 

can come together to share food , pool resources and improve the affordability of food for each other  is 

an area that requires further exploration.  The opportunities for improving food security are limitless. 

However these opportunities will only be realised if we come together with a common purpose. Schools 

are a connecting point in our communities. They are a place where we can to come together and work 

for the security and wellbeing of all children in the Waikato and in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
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Introduction 

Low incomes, a lack of affordable and social housing, increasing inequality and rising food prices 

undermine the ability of many Waikato households to afford a basic balanced diet. Research evidence 

suggests that food insecurity1 in the Waikato and in New Zealand is increasing (Carne and Mancini, 

2012; Cox and Black, 2011; McNeill, 2011; Wynd, 2011).  A Ministry of Health survey found that 

approximately 20 percent of New Zealand households with school age children did not have enough 

food for active and healthy living (2008). The negative consequences of food insecurity for children 

cannot be underestimated.  The nourishment, flourishing, security and wellbeing of all children in 

Aotearoa New Zealand requires the attention, action and responsibility of all of us.   

 

This report focuses on food and Waikato2 school communities. It provides a snapshot of how Waikato 

school communities are responding to the issue of food insecurity and working to ensure that all 

children have access to the food that they need for their growth, development and wellbeing.  

Food is a basic human need and therefore, like clothing, housing and health care, a basic human right. 

The right to food is recognized in Article 25 of the United Nation’s Universal Declaration on Human 

Rights: 

Everyone [including children] has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 

well-being of him/herself and of his/her family, including food, clothing, housing and medical 

care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, 

sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond 

his/her control.  

This report is intended for a general audience and aims to: 

1) provide information regarding food insecurity in the Waikato; 

2) paint a picture of school food provision in the Waikato; 

3) provide some insight into what schools are doing regarding food-related life skills development; 

and 

4) highlight some of the challenges and opportunities related to providing food and developing 

food-related life skills in our school communities.  

                                                           
1 Food Insecurity: Within the context of affluent post-industrial societies, including Aoteaora New Zealand, food 

insecurity exists when people are “at times, uncertain of having, or unable to acquire, enough food for all 

household members because they had insufficient money and other resources for food” (Nord et al. 2009, p. 2, 

cited in McNeill, 2011). 

 
2
 In this report the Waikato region that is referred to includes the districts of Thames/Coromandel, Hauraki, 

Matamata/Piako, Waipa, Waikato, South Waikato, Waitomo, Otorohanga, Ruapehu and Hamilton City 
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In August 2012 the Children’s Commission Expert Advisory Group on Solutions to Child Poverty (2012) 

released their much anticipated report which proposes solutions to child poverty in New Zealand. One 

of the key recommendations in the report was for the government to “assist schools through a national 

strategy for food in Early Childhood Education and schools in low-decile neighbourhoods” (p. 36). 

Feedback on the Children’s Commission proposed solutions is being gathered over the coming months. 

It is our hope that this report on food and Waikato school communities will contribute to the 

momentum and action for change that is needed to reduce child poverty in New Zealand and in the 

Waikato.  

At Poverty Action Waikato it is our perspective that dialogue and debate are important in the shaping of 

what we as a society or community can do to reduce food insecurity, especially for our children.  We 

believe that the stories and information presented here will contribute to this dialogue and debate.  

Why does food insecurity exist in New Zealand? 

The Waikato is one of the biggest food producing regions in Aotearoa New Zealand, yet some people 

living in the Waikato do not have access to the income and resources that they need for a basic healthy 

diet. Food insecurity in the Waikato region is increasing. The gap between median income and food 

costs is larger now than it was 3 years ago (Cox and Black, 2011). 

Many authors agree that food insecurity in New Zealand and in the world has been structurally created 

(Shepherd, 2012; McNeill, 2011; Wynd, 2005; Shiva, 2008). Shepherd (2012) writes:  

Hunger in the modern world is...a structural problem. The issue lies with the institutional 

arrangements that dictate who gets what... there is great complexity in global food-supply 

chains, and markets and corporations are not the only institutions at work. There are also 

governments subsidizing agriculture, trade rules and agreements, intellectual-property regimes 

and commodity speculators, not to mention structures such as wage/income differentials and 

technical capacity gaps (e.g. lack of transportation and storage that minimize spoilage). These 

institutional arrangements all play a role in determining the production, price, quantity, quality, 

distribution and availability of – as well as, ultimately, who gets to consume which portions of – 

global food production(p. 196).  

In New Zealand some of the institutional arrangements of government, markets and corporations 

support a growing gap between rich and poor, a low wage economy, low benefit rates and unaffordable 

housing which together create food insecurity by undermining the ability of many households to afford 

a basic healthy diet (McNeill, 2011).   

This report presents information that suggests the need for new institutional arrangements that ensure 

that all households, and all children, are able to access and afford a basic healthy diet. As one person 

interviewed in this research declared: 

It is never a child’s fault that they are hungry. A child who is hungry is a victim of the system 

(Social Service, Hamilton). 
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How information was gathered 

Interview, surveys, food cost analysis and conversations are just some of the ways that information has 

been collected for this report. This multi-method approach has allowed for the weaving together of 

multiple perspectives, and has contributed to what is intended to be a snapshot of food and Waikato 

school communities. The methods used in the research informing this report are described below.  

KickStart breakfast data 

Fonterra and Sanitarium partnered in February 2009 to create the ‘KickStart’ breakfast club programme. 

The KickStart programme offers a free school breakfast of Anchor milk and Weet-Bix to decile 1-43 

schools throughout New Zealand. Breakfasts are provided 1-2 mornings per week. Schools are 

responsible for the co-ordination and facilitation of the breakfast programmes.   

The degree of food insecurity experienced by children in the Waikato is difficult to determine. The 

numbers of children participating in school food programmes like KickStart is perhaps one indication of 

how many children are coming to school with some degree of food need. The number of students 

participating in the KickStart programme within particular schools is documented on the KickStart 

website.  Participating schools are responsible for identifying how many of their students are in need of 

a school breakfast. KickStart data is analyzed and synthesized in this report to provide an indication of 

how many children in the Waikato region are coming to schools with some degree of food need.   

Food cost analysis 

The 2011 ‘Food Costs for Families’ report developed by Regional Public Health (2012) provides evidence 

of the ongoing inequity and financial difficulties faced by many families on low incomes to purchase 

healthy food to meet their nutritional needs. Regional Public Health (2012) describes eight typical family 

scenarios and income sources along with calculations regarding the proportion of income (both before 

and after rent) that a family would need to spend in order to achieve a basic healthy diet. Drawing on 

the work of Regional Public Health (2012) we have developed two low income household scenarios for a 

family of four (male and female adult, adolescent male and a 10 year old) living in two bedroom private 

rental house in Hamilton, Tokoroa and Thames.  We present an analysis regarding the proportion of 

their income that this family would need to spend in order to afford a basic healthy diet.  

Telephone survey of schools  

In the initial stages of this research a random telephone survey of decile 1-4 schools in the Waikato was 

undertaken to gather information regarding what food, if any, was being provided by schools and what 

some perceived benefits and challenges of doing this were. Thirteen schools were phoned and 

participated in this telephone survey. This information contributes to the picture of school food 

provision presented in this report.  

                                                           

3
 A school’s decile rating indicates the extent to which it draws its students from low socio-economic communities. 

Decile 1 schools are the 10% of schools with the highest proportion of students from low socio-economic 

communities, whereas decile 10 schools are the 10% of schools with the lowest proportion of these students. 
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Energizer survey 

The Energize programme, initiated in 2004, is funded by the Waikato District Health Board for Waikato 

primary and intermediate school children. The aim of Project Energize is to improve nutrition and 

physical activity, childhood obesity rates and cardiovascular risk factors in all primary and intermediate 

schools in the Waikato region. The programme, contracted to Sport Waikato since 2005, now includes 

240 schools (primary, intermediate and composite), 27 ’Energizers’ and 1 dietician.  

Energizers are employed by Sport Waikato to assist schools with a range of initiatives and projects 

related to healthy eating and physical activity. Energizers work in 240 of the 263 primary, intermediate 

and composite schools in the Waikato. Energizers have a unique relationship with schools in the region 

and are able to observe what is happening in schools in terms of food provision and food-related life 

skills activities. As part of this research, a survey was administered through Sport Waikato to 27 

Energizers.  All 27 Energizers participated in this survey.  

Online survey of school principals in the Waikato 

The Waikato Principals’ Association is described on the association’s website4 as the collective voice for 

primary and intermediate school principals in the greater Waikato region. Two hundred and thirty 

principals belong to the association. Online surveys are frequently used to gather the perspectives of 

these school principals on a range of issues. For this study, a short online questionnaire was developed 

specifically to gather the perspectives of Waikato principals regarding food provision and the 

development of food-related life skills in schools.  The survey had 19 questions in total and was 

estimated to take 15 minutes to complete. Nineteen principals responded to the survey.  While these 19 

respondents are not representative of Waikato principals as an association, they do provide insights into 

both the provision of food and the development of food-related life skills in schools.   

Interviews and conversations 

As with all our research at Poverty Action Waikato, interviews and conversations underpin the work that 

we do and the research findings that we present. Throughout this research into food and Waikato 

school communities a number of interviews and numerous conversations with a range of key people 

involved in work related to food and Waikato school communities have occurred. These include people 

in the social service sector; people teaching life skills in schools; and people involved in and connected 

to the provision of food programmes for children.  These stories and perspectives provided by people 

working with families and children in our communities have grounded this research in the lives and 

realities of people.  

  

                                                           
4
 http://www.wpa.ac.nz 
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What we heard and discussed 

The findings of this research are presented in two sections. The first section describes how food 

insecurity can happen along with indications of the degree of food insecurity in the Waikato. The second 

section describes some of what is happening in Waikato schools to ensure that all students have the 

food that they need. Information regarding the degree of food growing and food-related life skill 

development in Waikato schools is also presented.  

Food insecurity  

A lack of disposable income is one of the main drivers of food insecurity.  In their report “Food Costs for 

Families” Regional Public Health (2012) demonstrates that families on low incomes are required to 

spend between 23.6% and 52.1% of their net (after rent) income to purchase a healthy ‘basic’ diet. They 

highlight that this is a very high percentage compared to the New Zealand national average of 18%. An 

Australian study identified 20-25% of disposable income as being a reasonable amount to be budgeted 

on food. People were reported to experience ‘food stress’ if they needed to spend greater than 30% of 

their disposable income to eat healthily (Kettings and Sinclair, 2009).  

 

Drawing on the work of Regional Public Health (2012) we have developed two low income household 

scenarios for a family of four (male and female adult, adolescent male, 10 year old) living in two 

bedroom private rental house in Hamilton, Tokoroa and Thames.  The first scenario describes the 

income and expenses of this family of four when they are solely dependent on one minimum wage (tax 

credits and accommodation supplement are included, see appendix 1 for full scenarios).  The second 

scenario describes the income and expenses of this family of four when they are solely dependent on 

one Unemployment Benefit (family tax credits and accommodation supplement are included).  

According to the Food Cost Survey (Department of Human Nutrition, University of Otago, 2012), this 

family of four would need to spend $265 (far greater than 30% of their disposable income) to meet the 

minimum requirements of the Ministry of Health Nutrition Guidelines.  The figures in Table 1 suggest 

that if this family were to attempt to purchase a basic healthy diet (costing $265) they would be 

spending far more than 30% of their disposable income and would most certainly experience ‘food 

stress.’  

Table 1: Percentage of after rent income required for purchasing a basic healthy diet ($265) 

Scenarios Hamilton Tokoroa Thames 

1. Family of four solely reliant on the income of 

one Minimum wage 

51% 47% 49% 

2. Family of four solely reliant on the income of 

one Unemployment Benefit 

77% 69% 73% 

 

The Hamilton Budgeting Advice Service suggests that it would be very unlikely for a low income family to 

spend a high percentage of their net or disposable income after rent on food. This is not surprising given 

that a family of four on the Unemployment Benefit in Hamilton would only have $79 dollars left for all 

their other expenses if they were to purchase a basic healthy diet (see Appendix 1). Based on their work 
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supporting and working with numerous families and individuals, the Hamilton Budgeting Advice Service 

suggests that a low income family of four would tend to not spend more than $200 per week on 

groceries. Typically a low income family will pay their bills first, consisting of such expenses as power, 

phone, petrol/fares, car expenses, school fees, medical, credit contracts, loans, any arrears for expenses, 

and insurances. Whatever funds are left over will go towards food.  The prioritizing of income towards 

more fixed expenses ahead of food appears to be supported by Work and Income New Zealand (WINZ): 

WINZ actually suggests that people pay their bills and access food grants (Social Service, 

Hamilton). 

 

There is also a concern being expressed about the tightening of WINZ assistance packages that can be 

used to support families who, for a variety of reasons, cannot afford the food that they need: 

WINZ has cut down on special assistance money and some families need extra help. We need to 

have a flexible WINZ service. They are supposed to work for social security, but sometimes it 

feels like they are working against this (Social Service, Hamilton).  

There are many ways that government policy can be shaped to improve the incomes and food security 

of families reliant on low incomes. The Expert Advisory Group on Solutions to Child Poverty (2012) 

proposes a number of income-related solutions that would improve the food security of families and 

children. One such proposal is to raise the family tax credit payments. Another group actively 

campaigning on an income-related issue is the Child Poverty Action Group. The Child Poverty Action 

Group has been a staunch advocate of extending the In Work Tax Credit (IWTC) to families reliant on 

benefits5. The IWTC is a benefit that is intended to help families with the costs of children. If the family 

described in scenario 2 (solely reliant on the unemployment benefit) were able to access the IWTC they 

would have an extra $60 per week.  An extra $60 per week would have a considerable impact on this 

family’s ability to afford food.  

Housing costs in the Waikato and in New Zealand do have a considerable impact on the proportion of 

disposable income available to a family to meet their other living expenses including food. The following 

table describes the amount of income (tax credits and accommodation supplement are included) 

available to each family (minimum wage and unemployment benefit) after paying rent in the three 

locations (Hamilton, Tokoroa and Thames).  

 

Table 2: Disposable income (tax credits and accommodation supplement included) 
after rent in Hamilton, Tokoroa and Thames 

Scenarios Hamilton Tokoroa Thames 

1: Family of four solely reliant on the 

income of one Minimum wage 

$523 $561 $540 

2: Family of four solely reliant on the 

income of one Unemployment Benefit 

$344 $382 $361 

 

                                                           
5
 See http://www.cpag.org.nz/infocus/ 
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The lower cost of housing in Tokoroa has seen an influx of low-income families moving to Tokoroa from 

other centres with higher housing costs. The fact that low-income families are prepared to move 

considerable distances to reduce their housing costs with the hope of then being able to afford other 

living expenses (including food) indicates a significant degree of desperation: 

There has been an influx of people coming into the community to access the cheap housing. They 

bring the clothes on their backs and expect to be set up. And then they realise how cold the 

houses are...and have left all of their family and support behind. There is an increased level of 

people who are desperate (Social Service, Tokoroa). 

The desperation of people unable to afford their living costs is also highlighted by the increasing use of 

food charities.  

Food charity 

When there is not enough money for food, families are left with little choice but to access food charities 

The Increasing need for the services of food charities such as foodbanks is one visible indication of 

growing food insecurity in the Waikato and in New Zealand. The following graph based on data from the 

Hamilton Combined Christian Foodbank  describes a now familiar pattern of increasing numbers of food 

parcels being delivered to adults6 and children in need within Hamilton and throughout the Waikato.  

Figure 1: The number of food parcels delivered, and adults and children supported in 

each financial year 2005 - 2012, HCCF data 

 

Individuals and families typically access foodbanks only after they have exhausted all other food 

possibilities (McNeill, 2011). Based on his work connected to the Salvation Army Foodbank in Tokoroa, 

Collin Bridle makes the following observation of people accessing foodbanks: 

                                                           
6
 People accessing the Hamilton Combined Christian Foodbank are considered adults once they reach the age of 

13.  

0

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

7000

8000

NO OF PARCELS 

DELIVERED

NO OF ADULTS

NO OF 

CHILDREN



10 

 

Most families or individuals come because of a change of circumstances; loss of a job through 

restructuring, death of a loved one, health issues, poor financial management or debt, accident 

or injury, family violence or relationship breakdown, and many don’t come until the last minute 

because they don’t want to admit that they can’t cope as they struggle to keep things together 

in tight times (South Waikato Times, March 2012). 

 

In her research investigating food insecurity in Hamilton, Dr Kellie McNeill (2011) describes how the 

experience of accessing formal food support, such as foodbanks, is often shrouded in shame. The 

intensity of this shame may push people to go without food or to access small loans to generate debt 

based income.    

To meet their food needs, people turn to family, to foodbanks and to food grants. Sometimes 

people will go to Checkers Finances and get small loans for a few hundred dollars (Social Service, 

Hamilton).  

 

The majority of low income parents and families manage incredibly well on low incomes, as the 

following story illustrates: 

I see families with very limited disposable income. I think ‘can you please teach me what you 

know.’ One woman, she had three children and $30 a week to feed them. If you can feed three 

children on $30 a week, that is incredible skill. She would always go for the cheapest food, and 

that is not always the healthiest. She participates in the local community garden and gardens 

herself (Social Service, Hamilton). 

 

In her research Dr Kellie McNeill (2011) highlighted that parents who had experienced food insecurity 

(e.g. recently accessed formal food support) consistently reported prioritising the health and wellbeing 

of their children over meeting their own food needs.  The parents involved in the study made 

considerable effort to insulate their children from food anxiety and to avoid their children experiencing 

the deprivation and stigma associated with food insecurity (McNeill, 2011). However, constantly 

worrying about food and the anticipation and likelihood of hunger did generate anxiety amongst the 

parents involved in the study (McNeill, 2011).  

 

The figures and information presented above suggests that low income households in the Waikato are 

unlikely to be able to afford a ‘basic healthy diet’ and as McNeill (2011) suggests they are also likely to 

experience anxiety related to the possibility of not being able to afford the food that they need.  

Children and food need 

One of the main experiences and activities of a child’s life is their schooling.  Schools are a place of 

connection and community for our children. The Ministry of Education collects a variety of information 

related to schools and to children.  The decile rating of schools provides some indication of the 

socioeconomic make-up of school communities. 

A school’s decile rating indicates the extent to which it draws its students from low socio-

economic communities. Decile 1 schools are the 10% of schools with the highest proportion of 
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students from low socio-economic communities, whereas decile 10 schools are the 10% of 

schools with the lowest proportion of these students (Ministry of Education). 

Given the higher number of low income households in lower decile school communities, children in 

these communities are more likely to be at risk of food insecurity.  Table 3 describes the ethnic 

composition of Waikato schools in decile groupings based on school roll information7. Decile 1 and 2 

schools in the Waikato region have a high percentage of Māori and Pasifika children relative to the other 

decile groupings. Food insecurity as determined by inadequate access to income is likely to be 

experienced by Māori and Pasifika children at disproportionately higher rates than children of other 

ethnicities, including Pākehā.   

Table 3: Ethnic composition of school decile groupings in the Waikato region 

Schools 
European/ 

Pākehā 

Māori Pasifika Asian MELAA8 Other International 

Students 

Decile 1 &2 20.5 69.5 7.0 2.0 0.6 0.1 0.1 

Decile 3-6  53.3 34.9 3.7 5.4 1.8 0.4 0.4 

Decile 7-10  72.8 13.0 2.2 7.7 2.2 0.6 1.4 

 

The participation rates of school food programmes can provide a useful indication of the degree of food 

insecurity that our children may be experiencing. The KickStart Breakfast programme is one of the main 

school food programmes operating in decile 1-4 schools in the Waikato.  There are 139 decile 1-4 

schools in the Waikato, of which 72 participate in the KickStart programme.  The number of students 

identified by their school as being in need of the KickStart breakfast indicates how many children are 

coming to school with some degree of food need.  

Across the decile 1-4 schools participating in the KickStart programme, approximately 21% of students 

have been identified as being in need of a breakfast provided at school.  The percentage for decile 1 and 

2 schools alone is slightly higher at 25%. Table 4 summarizes this information. All low decile schools 

draw their students from communities that are similar in socioeconomic terms. Hence, while not all 

decile 1-4 schools participate in KickStart, it is likely that the degree of food insecurity found in 

participating schools is somewhat reflective of the degree of food security across the entire lower decile 

school population.  

 

 

 

                                                           
7
 http://www.minedu.govt.nz/Parents/AllAges/EducationInNZ/SchoolsInNewZealand/SchoolDecileRatings.aspx 

8
 MELAA refers to Middle Eastern/Latin American/African 
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Table 4: Waikato students in need of a school breakfast as identified by schools participating in 
KickStart 
Participating 

schools 

Total population Number of students coming to 

school with some degree of 

food need 

Percentage of school population 

coming to school with some 

degree of food need
9
 

72, Decile 1-4  

Schools 
14,191 2,528 21% 

42, Decile 1-2 

Schools 
 7,156 1,810 25% 

 

Due to the low numbers of schools participating in the KickStart programme in some districts we have 

not attempted district level analysis. However, looking at the districts with more than 10 schools 

participating in the KickStart programme, there is an indication of varying food need across the region 

(see table 5). For example, 33% of students at participating Ruapehu schools are coming to school with 

some degree of food need, compared with 13% of students at participating Hamilton schools.  

Table 5: KickStart participation rates in Waikato districts with more than 10 schools 

participating 

Districts with at least 

10 participating schools 

Number of schools Number of students 

participating 

% of school roll 

population 

Hamilton  14 700  13% 

Waikato 10 523 22% 

Ruapehu  14 481 33% 

 

The degree of food need in Waikato schools is also suggested by the survey responses of the principals 

of lower decile schools. Six of the seven principals of the decile 1-4 schools responding to the survey 

believed that there was a need for a school food programme in their school. The one principal who did 

not think that there was a need for a programme noted that they preferred to feed hungry children 

informally rather than through a formalised programme.  

Principals with food programmes in their schools were asked why they had started the programme. 

Hungry children and a concern for their learning typified the responses, two of which are provided 

below: 

Because our students were hungry and we believe this impacts on their ability to learn (School 

Principal, South Waikato District). 

Staff realised students were hungry. We advertise our service and take a no shame approach. 

Our focus is on the children and meeting their needs to enable them to reach their potential 

(School Principal, Hamilton).  

                                                           
9
 The number and percentage of students in individual schools identified by their school as being in need of a 

school breakfast varies from 100% of the school roll to under 10% of the school roll. The figure in this table is 

based on the aggregation of data across the participating lower decile schools.  
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Food security 

One of the responses to food insecurity is to develop a community’s capacity to grow and provide food, 

access food by pooling resources and advocate for their own food security.  

A number of food security10 initiatives are underway throughout the Waikato, including the planting of 

neighborhood fruit trees, the development of community gardens and the provision of community 

meals. Given their relationship with children and families, along with their facilities and grounds, school 

communities are in a unique position to support the development of community food security.  Students 

at lower decile schools are more likely to experience food insecurity. Given the ethnic composition of 

lower decile schools, it is important that any school community food initiatives consider the cultural 

aspects of food and food provision.  

 

As noted in the introduction, food insecurity in New Zealand and in the Waikato is largely a structural 

issue, born of institutional arrangements that support low incomes, unaffordable housing and increasing 

food prices. As a structural issue, food insecurity requires a collaborative response on both a practical 

and political level. In her book ‘Children, Citizenship and Environment’ New Zealand Political Scientist, 

Bronwyn Hayward (2012) writes, 

A great deal of attention and funding has focused on teaching children to recycle, to grow their 

own food and reduce their carbon footprint, but startlingly  little emphasis is given  to providing 

children with the opportunities to learn to resist the illegitimate exercise of state power (p. 72). 

The information below provides a snapshot of what Waikato schools are doing on a practical level to 

provide and grow food as well as to develop food-related life skills.  How schools, communities, parent 

and families teach children to think critically about the policies and institutional practices (e.g. food 

production and distribution) that shape their security and wellbeing is not explored here. However, 

given that food insecurity is largely created by institutional arrangements (e.g. economic and welfare 

policy, food markets and trade agreements) the issue of political voice and agency deserves further 

exploration and consideration.  

The recent report by the Expert Advisory Group on Solutions to Child Poverty (2012) proposes the idea 

of schools becoming community hubs: a place for parent and social service partnerships; adult 

education; and neighbourhood activities such as cultural events and community meetings. The 

information provided in the remainder of this report highlights how schools are already hubs of 

significant community activity and signals ways in which this activity may be strengthened.  

School food initiatives 

With food prices likely to increase11, it is imperative that communities work together to ensure that 

people and particularly children have access to the food that they need.  The provision of free or 

                                                           
10 Food Security: At its most basic level food security describes a situation in which people do not live in hunger or 

in fear of hunger (McNeill, 2011, p. 18). 

 
11

 http://www.stuff.co.nz/business/money/7566438/Hikes-in-the-cost-of-food-next-year 
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subsidised food in schools is not a new or unique activity. Children in one hundred and forty-one 

countries receive free or subsidized school lunches (Rutledge, 2009).  

One of the advocated ways of developing food initiatives in schools is what is called a ‘whole-school 

approach.’  Whole-school approaches have been described in the following way: 

A whole-school approach has two key parts. One is a way of thinking about schools. Whole-

school approaches see schools as systems with lots of different layers. Therefore, when planning 

for change or to introduce something new, whole-school approaches aim to support people to 

think about how to incorporate all elements of school life such as: school governance and 

culture, pedagogical approaches, curriculum, resource management, school operations and 

grounds, with the aim of embedding sustainable practices. The second is the use of processes 

that encourage active participation and partnerships not only within the school (involving 

teachers, students and management/ administration) but between the school and the 

community (organisations, business/industry and governments) (Moss, Holmes, Boyd, King, Pipi, 

2012, p. 5).  

Rhode St school principal Shane Ngatai presented their whole-school approach to food provision and 

food-related life skill development at the ‘Feed our Children’ community forum  held in Hamilton in May 

2012:  

Our children prepare food in our commercially registered kitchen. Children grow, harvest, and 

prepare the kai. We have tables and seats for our children. Planters of vegetables surround this 

place…our Kai Time Café. Lunches are made from the food that is grown. An example lunch 

might be a corn fritter, bacon, coleslaw and fruit. The corn, the coleslaw, and the fruit are all 

from the school garden. We have two orchards and 40 fruit trees. Breakfast is provided – thanks 

to Sanitarium, Fonterra and Tip Top Bakery. There is no sugar at breakfast. Everyone is welcome. 

Karakia is first.  We bring the community into the school. We have 30 volunteers per week 

working in the school. We gather fruit from the neighbourhood and make preserves and then 

offer jars back to the homes to thank them. We store food for the winter – potatoes, pumpkin 

and corn. We make kumara fries – oven baked, not fried. We make the food the kids want to eat. 

The kids plan the menu. We run cooking classes for parents (6 weeks, 6 meals). We teach our 

parents how to grow healthy food and how to preserve it (Rhode St School Principal, Shane 

Ngatai, 2012). 

Project Energize actively promotes whole-school approaches to food-related initiatives in schools.  

Schools in the Waikato region are actively accessing a number of private food programme and charities. 

Currently, 72 schools in the Waikato region are accessing the KickStart breakfast progamme. Another 

school based food programme is delivered by the registered charity KidsCan. KidsCan coordinates a 

number of programmes that support disadvantaged children living in New Zealand, including the “Food 

for Kids” Programme. KidsCan programmes are available to schools in the Waikato; however, there is 

currently a wait list for this programme. According to the KidsCan website there are 19 Schools in the 

Waikato region participating in the KidsCan programme. These schools receive a selection of bread, 

spreads, fruit pottles, raisins, muesli bars, spaghetti and baked beans that they can use to feed their 

students.  
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Hamilton Schools are fortunate to have access to the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul’s Loaves and 

Fishes programme. Currently the Loaves and Fishes programme delivers approximately 145 lunches to 

22-26 Hamilton Schools.  The demand for this programme has increased significantly from 2011 where 

approximately 360 lunches were delivered per week. In 2012, approximately 700 sandwiches are being 

delivered per week.  A few schools in Hamilton are also supported with lunch food provided by their 

local churches.  

An overview of what schools are doing in terms of food provision has been developed based largely on 

the information provided by Energizers who work in 240 of the 263 primary, intermediate and 

composite schools in the Waikato. In this analysis, school food provision was classified as a breakfast or 

lunch programme if food was provided in a relatively formalised, consistent and easily recognisable way 

for students that was not dependent on the actions of individual teachers or school staff. 

Table 6 describes the proportion of low, medium and higher decile “Project Energize” schools (240 

schools in total) with breakfast and lunch programmes. Approximately 75% of the decile 1 and 2 schools 

have a school breakfast programme. The majority of these are KickStart breakfasts.  

Table 6: Percentage of schools with breakfast and lunch programmes by decile grouping 

 Decile 1-2 Decile 3-6 Decile 7-10 

% with breakfast programme 75% 20% 1% 

% with lunch programme 35% 28% 9% 

 

One of the issues identified by schools regarding the KickStart breakfast was the ability of the school to 

be able to provide breakfast on more than two days of the week.  

There is a need to extend the breakfast to other days, but it is getting the people to do it - that is 

the challenge in the community (Teacher Aide, Hamilton) 

We run the breakfast club every day, but we are running out of food (School Principal, South 

Waikato) 

Some schools have identified particular days as their ‘high need’ food days, with one school highlighting 

that Monday was an important day to provide breakfast as often there is little food left after the 

weekend. Some teachers have observed that school holidays and the possible limited availability of food 

at home can cause anxiety amongst some children.  

Schools without food programmes often provided breakfast or lunch for children who might need it in 

more informal ways. The majority of school principals responding to the online survey suggested that on 

any given day they will “always” provide food for students who have been identified as hungry or 

needing food. One of the school principals referred to this as “Ka aroha” or an “ethic of care.”  

The following quotes, taken from both surveys and conversations, describe the informal provision of 

food in schools in the Waikato: 
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Children are identified by phone call from parent, teacher highlighting, or come to me. Some 

have very little. Usually the children who don’t have lunch don’t have anything for the day. The 

amount varies depending on the time of year. In the winter the demand goes up. Children need 

more to eat during the winter. The kids might come with chips but it’s not enough for the day. 

Sometimes we get a call from social services who ask that we feed particular children (School 

staff member, Hamilton) 

Children who are hungry, or have no food are given a 'sandwich' card by their teacher and come 

across to the staffroom where a teacher aide will provide them with a sandwich. They have a 

choice of 3 fillings (School Principal, Waikato District). 

We have no formal programme but we do provide breakfast and lunch at times to children who 

need them...informal provision seems to work for us (School Principal, Hamilton). 

We have particular families that have been identified and we work with them to ensure the 

children have enough food to eat while at school (School Principal, Matamata-Piako District). 

If I see children who are off task in the classroom, I offer food – “‘do you want an egg?” -  They 

never say no, they eat it right up. It is not everyday – this is pride full community (School 

Principal, Hauraki District). 

There is one class where the teacher provides food for kids who come to school without 

breakfast or lunch. Her classroom is set up a bit like a merge of school and home, where she 

provides laundry service, used PE gear and uniform items, lunch and breakfast etc (Energizer). 

If a student doesn’t have lunch then the teachers will rustle something up from the staffroom, 

usually they have a loaf in the freezer, some crackers or some cereal (Energizer). 

They don’t have an actual “breakfast or lunch programme” the principal just buys Weetbix and 

the students who haven’t had breakfast or lunch just help themselves to it or for the younger 

students the teacher or office staff helps them out (Energizer). 

While the majority of schools are working to ensure that the food needs of their students are met, 

informal food provision may at times be too sporadic and inconsistent meaning that some students ‘fall 

though the cracks’ and remain hungry.  As Child Poverty Action Researcher Donna Wynd (2011) 

concludes, food provision that relies on private donations with no regularised delivery mechanism, or 

structure, does not guarantee a supply of food.  

One of the principals of a higher decile school suggested that food provision in his school was important 

not only for learning but also because inequality was all too visible otherwise. 

Because children can't learn when they're hungry and because in Decile 10 schools the gap 

between the haves and the have nots is big and obvious (School Principal, Waipa District). 

 

A teacher aide from another high decile school supported this with the following statement: 

Myself and a few of the other teachers make sure that the children who don’t have food are 

given food or money for food –  we want them to feel included. It can be really bad if you don’t 

fit in here (Teacher Aide, Hamilton). 
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The government funded Fruit in Schools programme was highlighted by some schools as being 

significant in helping them to provide nutritious food for students. The Fruit in Schools initiative provides 

one piece of fruit per day to all children at decile 1 and 2 schools throughout the country.  

We really need Fruit in Schools. This is the only way some of our children get fruit. They nearly 

took it away but then it came back. We still have it, we might lose it, we don’t know (Teacher 

Aide, Hamilton). 

We have Fruit in Schools that provide excellent quality produce which is used to supplement our 

students’ needs (School Principal, Waitomo District). 

Providing affordable food 

A number of schools in the Waikato have developed initiatives to provide food very affordably to their 

students. For example, one Energizer described a school lunch programme that provides children with a 

choice of substantial meals such as mini pizzas, spaghetti bolognese or soup for $2.  Parents and 

volunteers help to cook the meal.  

One of the relatively unexplored ways of providing food in schools is through the provision of whole 

school meals partially funded through parental payments. Since its inception, Te Kura o te Kaokaoroa o 

Patetere in Putaruru has provided meals for all the students attending the kura. The kura charges 

parents $1 per meal, or $10 per week, for the whole school breakfast and lunch meals they provide. The 

entire school student population participates in these meals. The bulk purchasing of food, along with the 

government funded Fruit in Schools programme and the donated Kicktsart breakfast food, make the 

meals relatively cost effective. The meals provided include roast dinners and pumpkin soup with the 

occasional ‘easy meal’ of a sausage, bread and toppings including tomatoes, onions, lettuce and cheese. 

While the parent payment does not cover the full cost of the meals, which includes the employment of a 

paid chef/coordinator, it does recognise and support the responsibility of parents and whānau in 

feeding children. Parents at the school recognise that the meals provided are very affordable.  

One of the recommendations of the Expert Advisory Group on Solutions to Child Poverty (2012) is that 

the government should investigate options for the funding, distribution, and cost of food in schools 

programmes. They suggest that to initiate this work, the government should conduct a stocktake of 

existing approaches in New Zealand and pilot and evaluate a range of approaches, based on the analysis 

of the stocktake. Whole school meals, funded collaboratively by parents, schools and community could 

be evaluated as part of this research.  

Challenges of food programmes 

1. Finding staff or volunteers to do it 

One of the main challenges of providing food programmes at schools, observed by the Energizers, 

school principals and by school staff, is finding people to coordinate and supervise the food programmes 

on a voluntary basis. Getting parents on board as volunteers was described as particularly difficult. One 

school principal talked of responding to this issue by employing a person to coordinate the breakfast 

programme. However, the cost of employing the coordinator was noted as one of the challenges of 
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implementing the programme. Another school reflected on how the work of their school food 

programme often falls on the shoulders of a teacher aide.  

One of the challenges is getting someone to do it. Usually a teacher’s aide will do the breakfast 

and quick clean up (School administrative staff, Hamilton). 

2. Concerns about parental responsibility and created dependency  

Concern regarding the importance of supporting, rather than abdicating, parental responsibility for the 

feeding of children is voiced by social service agencies, Energizers, and school principals alike.   

When we do it all here, we are not going to affect change in the home. As long as the project 

picks up the tab there will be no change at home (School Principal, Hamilton). 

Families start to become dependent on the food at school, and won't provide breakfast /lunch 

when they can get it free at school (Energizer). 

The programmes can provide a way for parents to abdicate responsibility for their children. One 

of the issues is the provision of food. Parents are great in terms of contributing to trips, yet they 

don’t always recognise the value of everyday food. It is taken for granted that the children will 

get food (Social Service, Hamilton). 

School food programmes are typically free for students and parents and whānau do not have to pay for 

their children. Parents and whānau are often encouraged by the school to participate and help with the 

facilitation of the programme. However, as highlighted above, sustaining volunteers is one of the main 

challenges of school food programmes. One food programme coordinator discussed the importance of 

encouraging responsibility amongst parents and whānau. 

There is a values change that we’re trying to instil. Parents can contribute in a number of ways - 

they can bring produce, money, or volunteer. We encourage them to use the resources around 

them and to share these... There is a need to recognize that we each need to take responsibility. I 

say ‘If I contribute some of my resources to this work, then so should you.’ Parental responsibility 

for the programme and the children is starting to develop. We are beginning to see 

responsibility, we are making headway. The staff do not allow the issue of responsibility to 

escalate into tensions. It is about building an understanding of responsibility (Social Service, 

Hamilton).  

Parental responsibility for feeding children is important, however, as the following quote suggests this 

issue needs to be addressed in a way that supports the rights of children. 

There was a mother who had five children and she was not a very good manager. All of the 

children had no food. WINZ said that they could not help her any more. But what about the 

child’s rights - we have to think about the children. We can work with the mother and support 

her, but cutting the money - that is not helping the kids (Social Service, Hamilton). 

3. Not meeting all the need 

Waikato Schools are generally very aware of the shame that can be associated with being hungry and 

needing food at school and work to provide food in ways that uphold the dignity of any children who 
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may be hungry. The following extract describes the significant work that is required to build trust and 

openness around the issue of food insecurity:  

It has taken a long time to build relationships to a point where parents can call our school and 

say that they can’t afford to provide lunches this week (School Principal, Hamilton).  

However despite their best efforts, some school staff, principals, and Energizers described a concern for 

some children not accessing breakfast programmes because of the stigma or shame of ‘being poor’ or of 

being in need.   

Children don't want to go [to the breakfast programmes] because it makes them "look poor” 

(Energizer). 

Some children have been told (by parents) that they are not allowed to come to the breakfast. 

There is a stigma, but they are working to address that (Teacher Aide, Hamilton). 

In her doctoral research exploring food insecurity in Hamilton, Dr Kellie McNeill describes how parents 

were aware of their food insecurity as being a sign of poverty. Parents consistently talked about schools 

as a place where lunch comparisons would be made and were concerned about how these comparisons 

may impact their children. Parents were concerned about the possibility of their children’s lunches being 

compared with others and that this might result in their children feeling deprived or left feeling the 

stigma of poverty (McNeill, 2011).  In a recent lecture “You Are What You Eat12” in Hamilton, University 

of Waikato Professor Darrin Hodgetts discussed his research working with families experiencing food 

insecurity. He described one woman who had chosen, on numerous occasions, to keep her children at 

home rather than to send them to school without food.  

One of the benefits of the whole school meals provided at Te Kura o te Kaokaoroa o Patetere is that 

every child participates and is treated equally. The school believes that no child is to blame for their 

social and economic circumstances.   

Everyone is treated the same here. No-one has the flash lunch. No-one is stealing someone else’s 

food…This way, no child is made to feel stink (staff member).  

One of the potential benefits of whole school meals is the sense of equality and togetherness that is 

generated through a shared meal where everyone has access to the same food.  The creation of equality 

through food sharing is not a new idea. Many hunter-gatherer societies maintained equality through 

food sharing along with reciprocal gift exchange and 'vigilant sharing’: watching to see that people got 

their fair share (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009). Reciprocal giving and the sharing of food build 

relationships between people. There is a tendency for people to feel a common sense of identity and 

interdependence with people that they share food and other resources with (Wilkinson and Pickett, 

2009). 

 

 

                                                           
12

 http://www.waikato.ac.nz/news-events/media/2012/08three-courses-dished-out-at-winter-lecture.shtml 



20 

 

Social anthropologist Marshall Sahlins (cited in Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009) says  

Gifts make friends and friends make gifts. Food sharing and eating together carry the same 

symbolic message, and they do so powerfully because food is the most fundamental of all 

material necessities (p. 197). 

Therefore, food sharing in our schools has many possibilities. These possibilities include not only 

ensuring that children have the food that they need to develop and learn, but also helping to build a 

society that better values and promotes equality.  

Another issue that may prevent food programmes from reaching all children is the issue of transience. In 

her report regarding food programmes in schools in the Auckland region, Donna Wynd (2011) draws 

attention to this issue:  

The schools found that their food programmes did not catch the hardest-to-reach students. 

These students were often transient and remain the group most likely to fall through the gaps in 

school and social programmes (p. 26). 

 

One of the school principals responding to the online survey also alluded to the issue of transience and 

how a comprehensive approach to food provision would increase the likelihood that food programmes 

reach children who are most in need.  

Many families are in rental properties and there is high transience so there are difficulties 

developing sense of connection to community and land. However if some of these projects were 

city wide it wouldn't matter which school they were at (School Principal, Hamilton). 

Growing food and food-related life skills  

Life on a low income in Aotearoa New Zealand is a reality for many and a possibility for anyone.  The 

challenge of managing life on a low income cannot be underestimated. In public conversation and social 

commentary it is common to hear judgements related to the activities of people reliant on low incomes. 

At a recent public talk in Hamilton regarding poverty in the Waikato one participant exclaimed how easy 

it is to grow silverbeet and queried why many people on low incomes aren’t doing this.  From her 

experience supporting many low-income new migrant families to garden, Kathryn Mercer suggests the 

challenge and complexity of managing life on a low income: 

It is hard work being poor. People on low incomes are often very busy just managing. It takes 

time to shop around for the best deal or to cook from scratch.  Cheap goods often break down 

more often, requiring more time to organize to get them fixed or replace. Many work hard in 

both voluntary and paid work. Some work two jobs, long hours and/or odd hours, often for low 

pay.  Gardening skills have not always been passed on: lack of knowledge is an issue, not just 

around how to garden, but where to get cheap tools and free garden resources. Having 

transport to get these things can be also be a barrier.  Living in poor quality housing eating poor 

quality food can mean more sickness- another barrier to getting out in the garden or attending 

training… A surprising number believe (rightly or wrongly) that because they are renting they are 

not allowed to garden (Kathryn Mercer, Waikato International Community Garden Project).  
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Rising economic inequality and the stratification of communities along socioeconomic lines (as observed 

in both housing markets and school decile ratings) has negative consequences for communities, 

impacting their esteem and motivation:  

We need a cultural and socioeconomic mix in our communities. I want to say to the children 

‘their children are the same as you - you can be anything that you want to be.’ The community 

stagnates itself...Your environment decides how you are as a person. A lack of motivation – 

that’s a big thing in this community. Deprivation impacts on your motivation. If your 

environment is glum, if there is not much going on, then that’s what you know. Getting out is 

hard. The mentality sets in (Social Service, Hamilton).   

Many people and organisations, including Poverty Action Waikato, strongly advocate for policies that 

ensure all people have access to a level of income that will meet their basic needs. The challenges of life 

on a low income are many. However, having the skills to grow, prepare and cook food is important for 

community food security and can make life on a low income more manageable. 

The following stories illustrate the importance of people developing food-related life skills: 

We have a client on Total Money Management. This client does not have many life skills. She has 

had children taken off her and she wants to keep the one child she has in her care. She has 

advances from WINZ and considerable debt. It wasn’t until last year that that she admitted that 

she does not know how to cook. She has one pot for the oven and no fry pan. She is nearly 45 

(Social Service, Hamilton). 

One client was having porridge for dinner three times a week....People are left to go on a benefit 

but they often have no life skills to be able to manage on a low budget (Social Service, Hamilton).  

Schools are a place where food related life-skills can be taught for the development of community food 

security. The majority of the school principals responding to the survey were enthusiastic about the 

possibility and importance of teaching food-related life skills at school. The Energizers also shared 

stories of some of the activities that schools were undertaking that supported the development of these 

skills. 

Cooking is incorporated into topic studies. We have a school vege garden and a worm farm. We 

collect scraps for a pig and are involved in a community fruit tree project. We also annually grow 

plants as part of our science programme (School Principal, Hamilton). 

We have gardens for each class and plans to build a school hall with kitchen facilities that will 

allow whole class learning (School Principal, Matamata-Piako District). 

Our garden is an important part of school life. We offer cooking as an elective and seniors 

participate in cooking at manual training. We are working on the extension of our edible fruit 

tree area - we currently have mandarins and fejoa (School Principal, Hauraki District). 

At this one school they get the kids making the lunches that are for sale (at a low cost) on a 

Friday. They look for healthy options and give around 3 choices (Energizer). 

As in many Waikato schools, the staff at Te Kura o te Kaokaoroa o Patetere  in Putaruru are passionate 

advocates of the life skills and health and nutrition that can be taught through the provision of school 
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meals. Opportunities to increase their skills are provided when during morning tea interval, for example, 

children will observe school meal chef/coordinator making a white sauce and she will show them how it 

is done. Children are also required to assist with cleaning up. One staff member talked about the 

transferability of the skills, suggesting that the skills developed in the dining room at the school can also 

be utilized at marae.  

Another life skill that may be increasingly challenged in the age of technology and digitization is the 

ability to have a conversation.  

A teacher aide was telling me how they are seeing more and more children coming to school 

who do not know how to have a conversation. She said that children are growing up in homes 

where people are consumed by screens and that this is compromising their ability to learn how 

to converse (Social Service, Hamilton).  

The gathering of people around a meal is often recognized for its value in facilitating connection and 

conversation. School meals may provide another space for the development of important 

communication skills. One of the staff members at Te Kura o te Kaokaoroa o Patetere in Putaruru 

reflected: 

The whare kai is where all the real talking happens. We get to hear how things are and ask how 

your day has been. Monday morning is when we hear how the kids’ weekend has been (staff 

member). 

From the school principals perspective, one of the main barriers to the teaching of food-related life skills 

was the ‘crowded curriculum’ and the difficultly of fitting in life skills teaching into an already busy 

teaching day. The Energizers also noted this as an issue. However school garden mentor and author13, 

Dee Pignéguy suggests that there is no subject in the school curriculum that cannot be taught in the 

garden and suggests that good planning is the key to incorporating gardening into the teaching day:  

It is a great activity for children who prefer hands on learning. You can basically tie in any subject 

that needs to be taught under the school curriculum. Children can learn about art, literacy, how 

to co-operate and work together....Sometimes teachers can be scared to take kids out. Not every 

child needs to be gardening at once. Teachers need to plan well. Children can be involved in 

taking photos, in writing, in management, in all sorts of activities. There is also the financial side 

of gardening and possibly opportunities to sell the produce. The students can interact with the 

community through the garden. There is not any subject that could not be taught in the garden 

(Dee Pignéguy). 

One hundred and fifty (approximately 60%) of the 240 schools participating in Project Energize have 

vegetable gardens and 69 (approximately 30%) have fruit orchards. While the differences between 

decile groupings are small (see Table 7), the resourcing of lower decile communities remains an 

important issue. The growing economic divide in New Zealand and the socioeconomic stratifying of 

communities has resulted in the creation of a greater number of both low and high income 

                                                           
13

 See http://www.feedmeright.co.nz/ 
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communities. Low income, or low decile, communities have very little community-based economic 

resources to draw on. Therefore, access to government and philanthropic funding is particularly 

important for initiatives, including food growing, in these communities.   

Most of the gardening and cooking education that is happening in schools has been initiated by the 

schools themselves. Of the decile 1 and 2 “Project Energize” schools, 69% have some gardening and or 

cooking education for students, and 29% have done the same for whānau. Project Energize has also 

made a significant contribution towards instigating food-related life skills education in Waikato schools 

(see Table 7). 

Table 7: Percentage of schools with particular food-related activity 

Food-related activity Decile 

1-2 

Decile 

3-6 

Decile 

7-10 

Vegetable Garden 56% 63% 65% 

Fruit Orchard 21% 32% 30% 

Gardening / cooking education for students (School initiative) 69% 68% 51% 

Gardening / cooking education for students  (Energizer initiative) 29% 20% 22% 

Gardening / cooking education for whānau (School initiative) 21% 18% 9% 

Gardening / cooking education for whānau (Energizer initiative) 19% 8% 5% 

School facilities available to other organisations for gardening / cooking 

education 

25% 21% 21% 

 

It appears that around 20% of the 240 “Project Energize” schools make their facilities available to other 

organisations for the development of food-related life skills.  

Among the factors noted by both Energizers and school principals that help schools grow food 

successfully is the support of parents and school staff, including the school caretaker.  Some Energizers 

noted the importance of passionate, enthusiastic leadership, along with the creation of student 

ownership, as being important in being able to grow food successfully at school.  

The barriers that the Energizers identified to growing food at school included not having an enthusiastic 

school staff member, including the caretaker. School Garden Mentor, Dee Pignéguy also highlighted the 

importance of supportive school staff: 

One of the biggest challenges is getting the principals and the caretaker to realize that this isn’t 

a game. They need to see how important the whole thing is (Dee Pignéguy). 

The Hamilton Permaculture Trust has offered considerable support to a number of schools in the 

development of their gardens. From their perspective, having an enthusiastic teacher/parent to drive 

the development of the school garden, and an interested principal & caretaker, are important aspects of 

successful school gardens.   
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Both the Energizers and the school principals suggested that getting the parents and community on 

board was one of the main challenges or barriers to both developing life skills and growing food in 

schools.  A number of Energizers also reflected on the need to connect to the parents, so that the skills 

learnt at school can be developed at home: 

The challenge is for what students learn at school to have this transferred to the home 

environment where they establish their own edible garden (Energizer).  

Maintaining a school garden over the school holidays was also noted by some Energizers as an issue 

along with the security of gardens in urban schools.  

A lack of funding was noted by both Energizers and school principals as a significant barrier to further 

food-related developments. 

We try to teach this from a cultural perspective and we weave it into our curriculum. We would 

like to do more (develop gardens etc) but this needs funding (School Principal, South Waikato). 

A number of school principals suggested that a lack of appropriate facilities was a barrier to food-related 

skills education, with some specifically mentioning a lack of kitchen facilities for cooking education.  The 

Waikato District Health Board Healthy Eating Healthy Action funding enabled some schools to develop 

their kitchen and dining facilitates to a very high standard.  

At times, a significant amount of work is required of school principals to achieve funding and donations 

for various school initiatives including food provision and life skills development.  Like many health and 

social services, schools are now required to compete for often limited government or philanthropic 

funds.  It is perhaps concerning that the development of initiatives that can support student food 

security depends somewhat on the competitive and entrepreneurial ability of schools to secure funding 

and sponsorship.  

The majority of schools are involved in growing food for educational purposes, with the process of 

growing food being utilized for student learning.  However, some Energizers noted that schools also 

grow food to be used in their kitchens for school lunches and, in particular, for soups and sandwiches, or 

for group cooking sessions. Some schools send produce home to families, and some have shared lunches 

or shared kai in harvest season. Occasionally the food is sold, often on a donation basis, to support the 

schools food initiatives or for general school fund raising.  

One Energizer described how she had observed the school utilizing the food that they had grown: 

They teach the children how to grow food and make things (e.g. soup and stir fry’s) with the food 

they grow.  This gets the children eating vegetables they wouldn't normally eat. But because 

they've grown it they will eat it (Energizer). 

The Energizers made a number of suggestions for overcoming some of the barriers to growing food and 

developing food-related life skills in schools. Some of these suggestions are included in Table 8 (see page 

over). 
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Table 8: Overcoming barriers to growing food, cooking and gardening at school 

Overcoming barriers to growing food Overcoming barriers to gardening and cooking 

- Support from parents, community and Board of 

Trustees 

- Resources around growing food and what to do 

with food grown 

- Student involvement from the start 

- Planting trees around the perimeter of the fields 

- Having an outsider (e.g. an Energizer) come in the 

run the programme permanently.  

- Greater resourcing so that schools can grow food all 

year round 

- Linking to other schools for ideas and templates 

- Making it mandatory for lower deciles and  

attaching to an initiative like Healthy Heart Award 

or Enviro Schools 

- Get students to each bring a vegetable or food item 

for cooking 

- Parent involvement. Getting parents to help out, 

run the classes etc. 

- Fund the project and write it into the curriculum 

- Delegate leaders to maintain the education 

programme 

- Sponsorship of food 

- Access to healthy ingredients - get children to 

prepare healthy alternatives then link session to go 

into supermarket to demonstrate how easy and 

cost effective these options are 

Conclusion 
Many low income households in the Waikato are likely to be experiencing food insecurity and food 

stress as well as carrying the stigma and shame of not always having the food that they need to feed 

their children. Low income, unaffordable housing, rising food prices, and economic inequality 

undermine the ability of many households in the Waikato to afford a basic healthy diet.  Government 

policies and other institutional arrangements, including trade agreements, agricultural subsidies, and 

wage rates largely determine how food is produced and distributed, in the world, in Aotearoa New 

Zealand and in the Waikato. While this report has not focused on the various institutional arrangements 

that affect people and their access to food, increasing the minimum wage along with increasing the 

provision of social and affordable housing would most certainly improve the food security of low income 

households in the Waikato. We support the work of the Child Poverty Action Group calling for an 

extension of the in-work tax credit to benefit-dependent families. Supporting children and communities 

to understand the structural causes of issues like food insecurity and ways of exercising their political 

voice are developments worthy of consideration.  

This report has provided a snapshot of both food need and the response of Waikato school communities 

to this need. The provision and uptake of the KickStart breakfast programme suggests a significant 

number of children (1 in 5) across lower decile (1-4) schools in the Waikato are coming to school with 

some degree of food need.  Given the ethnic composition of low decile schools, it is important to 

consider the ways in which food programmes support the cultural aspects of food. The majority of 

school principals of lower decile schools participating in this research believe that there is a need for a 

school food programme in their schools.  

Schools in the Waikato are working in varying ways to ensure that the food needs of their students are 

met. The importance of food for enabling children to engage in their school learning is widely accepted. 

The Energizers participating in this research reported that 75% of the 240 decile 1 and 2 primary and 



26 

 

intermediate schools that they work in have a breakfast programme and 35% have lunch programmes.  

The government funded Fruit in Schools programme is highly valued by decile 1 and 2 schools. Waikato 

schools wishing to develop breakfast or lunch programmes are currently required to seek out the 

various charities and privately funded initiatives available. A number of schools are providing food to 

students in informal ways.  The majority of schools are very aware of the shame that students may feel 

when they don’t have the food that they need at school.  

The main challenges of food programmes that were described by the school principals, Energizers and 

social services included: the staffing of the programmes; a concern for creating dependency by not 

engaging with parents and whānau in the provision of the programme; and meeting need when the 

shame of food insecurity can keep children away from both food programmes and school. Schools are 

responding to these challenges in many creative ways. The provision of affordable whole school meals 

deserves further exploration in terms of its ability to ensure food needs are met, create equality, and 

encourage parental responsibility.  When all children have access to the same food, a considerable 

degree of equality and togetherness may be created.  

The extent of vegetable gardens in Waikato schools is encouraging; however the development of fruit 

orchards could be increased. School principals and Energizers reported a vast array of food-related skill 

development activity in Waikato schools. The majority of school principals responding to the survey 

were passionate about this activity. A lack of time, a busy teaching day and a crowded curriculum was 

noted by a number of school principals as posing a significant barrier to the teaching of food-related life 

skills in schools. Supporting schools to build food-related skill development into their curriculum 

teaching may be important, along with the ongoing advocacy regarding the effectiveness of whole 

school approaches to food.  

Getting parents and community on board was noted as both a challenge and an opportunity in the 

development of food-related life skills.  A number of school principals noted a lack of facilities as 

affecting their ability to ‘do more’ in this area of skill development.   

The time and skills that are required for schools to attract and achieve private and government funding 

is concerning particularly when a lack of funds may impede a school’s ability to achieve food security for 

their students both now and for the future.  

Food is a basic human right. The Waikato is one of the biggest food producing regions in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. As a region, the Waikato has all the resources and wealth required for all children to be food 

secure. However, the distribution of income, the lack of affordable and social housing, and the cost of 

food are all key issues in the creation of food insecurity. Schools are in a unique position to engage and 

connect with both children and families and can have a considerable impact on community food 

security. Many schools are responding creatively and proactively to this issue. This report has 

highlighted opportunities and has provided information that we hope will inspire thought, dialogue and 

action to ensure that all children in the Waikato, and in New Zealand, have access to the food that they 

need.   
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Recommendations 
The following recommendations have been developed in collaboration with the Hamilton Council of 

Christian Social Services. The recommendations point towards the collective responsibility of groups, 

organisations and individuals in community to ensure that children have the food that they need.   

All peoples in Aotearoa New Zealand have a responsibility for ensuring that the arrangements that are 

made within and between our institutions (e.g. markets, workplaces, schools and government) serve the 

wellbeing of our children and our communities. Ensuring that government is both responsive and 

democratic requires the active engagement of each of us in the shaping of government policies and 

practices.  

Bronwyn Hayward (2012) suggests that we need to teach our children “to learn to reason about what is 

the right thing to do, rather than simply weigh up the costs and benefits of a decision in the market (p. 

114).” We suggests that the ability to reason about the right thing to do is important not only for our 

children but for everyone.  The breakdown of food security for children signals a breakdown of 

community relationships. Our engaging with each other about food security and other issues related to 

wellbeing is fundamental to the restoration of our communities, and to the flourishing of all children 

who call Aotearoa New Zealand home.  

Listed below are some of the specific recommendations developed by Poverty Action Waikato in 

collaboration with the Hamilton Council of Christian Social Services for the development of sustainable 

community food security.   

Suggested actions for government 

• Support and develop policies that ensure that all people have access to the income that they 

need to cover their basic living expenses, including access to a basic healthy diet. 

• Provide mentoring support to schools for the development of whole school approaches to food 

and food security.  

• Support schools with the resources required to adequately facilitate and accommodate the 

school food programmes (e.g. KickStart) that they are currently able to access.  

• Support schools to develop the facilities that they need to teach food-related life skills. 

• Resource school based programmes to provide mentoring support for teachers in the 

development of food-related life skills.  

• Support the professional development of teachers so that they are better able to incorporate 

food-related life skills into their teaching. 

Suggested actions for philanthropy and business 

• Support schools so that they have the facilities that they need for both the provision, and 

growing of food. 

• Support and initiate school programmes that can provide mentoring support for teachers in the 

development of food-related life skills. 

• Provide support to schools for the development of whole school approaches to food and food 

security.   
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• Support schools to provide breakfast for their students on more than 2 days of the week when 

required.  

• Provide community organisations with support to empower parents, whānau and children with 

food-related life skills, including the preparation of food suitable for a basic healthy diet. 

• Support government policies that ensure that all people have access to the income that they 

need to cover their basic living expenses, including access to a basic healthy diet.  

Suggested actions for social services 

• Develop relationships with schools so that they have the capacity to develop whole school 

approaches to food and food security.  

• Work with schools to empower parents, whānau and children with food-related life skills.  

• Research opportunities for providing affordable food at schools, including the provision of whole 

school meals. In particular, identify the challenges and opportunities that whole school meals 

present for the creation of sustainable community food security.  

• Continue to advocate for government policies that ensure that all people have access to the 

income that they need to cover their basic living expenses, including access to a basic healthy 

diet.  

Suggested actions for schools and boards of trustees 

• Support the development of a whole school approaches to food and food security. 

• Support the teaching of food-related life skills through the curriculum. 

• Work with community, social service agencies, and school programmes towards the 

development of sustainable food provision and security. 

• Ensure that school food provision and food programmes uphold the cultural values of all 

children. 

• Create environments that are safe and inviting for parents and whānau to come and engage 

with school to learn food-related skills with their children.   

• Support the teaching of critical thinking skills so that children may engage actively in discussion 

and advocacy related to the policies and institutional arrangements that affect them and their 

communities, including how food is produced and distributed.   

• Consider the provision and exploration of whole school meals for the development of collective 

responsibility, equality and life skills.  

• Consider whether you school has space for the planting of fruit trees.  

• Support government policies that ensure that all people have access to the income that they 

need to cover their basic living expenses, including access to a basic healthy diet.  

Suggested actions for parents, family, neighbourhoods and communities 

• Share food-related skills (e.g. cooking and gardening) and resources (e.g. tools, vehicles, 

gardening products, and kitchen items) with schools. 

• Consider participating in the development of your community’s food security. Ways of doing this 

include: volunteering at a school breakfast programme; volunteering at a school garden; 
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teaching cooking skills in your school, marae or church kitchen; pooling your resources (time, 

food and money) with others to improve the affordability of food for people in your community.  

• Support government policies that ensure that all people have access to the income that they 

need to cover their basic living expenses, including access to a basic healthy diet.  
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Appendix 1: Low Income Household Scenarios 
 

Scenario 1: Minimum Wage (Private Rental) 

 
Male and Female Adult, Adolescent Male, 10 year old 
 

One minimum wage is the sole income available for this family scenario of an adult male and female, an 

adolescent boy and a 10 year old child. This family lives in private rental accommodation.  

 

Table 1: Income and housing costs for Scenario 1 

Income and Expenses, 2012 

estimates 

Hamilton City Tokoroa Thames 

Yearly gross income based on 

minimum 

wage $13.50 X 40 hours 14= $540 

$28,080 $28,080 $28,080 

Income tax 15 

$0 to 14,000 taxed at 10.5% 

$14,000 to $28,080 taxed at 17.5% 

Total Tax 

 

$1,470.00 

$2,464.00 

$3,934 

 

$1,470.00 

$2,464.00 

$3,934 

 

$1,470.00 

$2,464.00 

$3,934 

Net Income (after tax) 

Yearly 

Weekly 

 

$24,146 

$464.35 

 

$24,146 

$464.35 

 

$24,146 

$464.35 

Income supplements 

Tax Credits16 

 

 

 

Accommodation supplement17 

(that you may be able to get) 

Family tax credit   $163  

In work tax credit  $60,  

Minimum family tax 

credit  $018 

$223.00+ 

 

$120+ 

Family tax credit  $163  

In work tax credit  $60,  

Minimum family tax 

credit  $0 

$223.00+ 

 

$42+ 

Family tax credit  $163  

In work tax credit   $60,  

Minimum family tax 

credit   $0 

$223.00+ 

 

$91+ 

Total net income (including 

income 

supplements) 807.35 729.35 778.35 

Rent 19 (2 bedroom house, market 

rent 01-JAN-2012-30-JUN-2012) 

$284- $168- $238- 

Total net income (after 

rent)/week $523 $561 $540 

 

 

                                                           
14

 http://www.dol.govt.nz/er/pay/minimumwage/ 
15

 http://www.ird.govt.nz/how-to/taxrates-codes/itaxsalaryandwage-incometaxrates.html 
16

 http://www.ird.govt.nz/calculators/keyword/wff-tax-credits/calculator-wfftc-estimate-2012.html 
17

 http://www.workingforfamilies.govt.nz/calculator/index.jsp 
18

 If your annual family income is $22,568 or less after tax, you may be eligible for the minimum family tax credit.  
19

 http://www.dbh.govt.nz/market-rent  
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Table 2: Weekly food costs for family Scenario 1 & 2 

Weekly Food costs of a ‘basic diet’20 – 

Hamilton, 2012 
 

Male adult $67 

Female adult $63 

Boy 13 $83 

Girl 10 $52 

Total Weekly Food Cost $265 

 

Table 3: Percentage of income required for a basic balanced diet using 2012 estimates, 

Scenario 1 

Percentage of income required 

for healthy a diet 

Hamilton Tokoroa Thames 

Total weekly food cost (using 

Hamilton figures) 

$265 $265 $265 

Total net income (prior to rent) 807.35 729.35 778.35 

Total net income (after rent) $523.35 $561.35 $540.35 

Percentage total net income 

(prior to rent) required to 

purchase a ‘basic’ balanced diet 32.82% 36.33% 34.05% 

Percentage of total net income 

(after rent) required to purchase 

a ‘basic’ balanced diet 50.64% 47.21% 49.04% 

Amount of money available after 

purchasing a ‘basic’ balanced diet 

and paying rent.  $258.35 $296.35 $275.35 

 

 
  

                                                           
20

 http://nutrition.otago.ac.nz/__data/assets/file/0017/6290/Informationpackage2012.pdf 
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Scenario 2: Unemployment Benefit (Private Rental) 

 
Male and Female Adult, Adolescent Male, 10 year old 
 

The Unemployment Benefit is the sole income available for this family scenario of an adult male and 

female, an adolescent boy and a 10 year old child. This family lives in private rental accommodation. 

.  

Table 4: Income and housing costs for Scenario 2 

Income and Expenses, 2012 estimates Hamilton City Tokoroa Thames 

Income based on Unemployment Benefit21 

Net weekly rate for married couple with 

one or more children 

$341.60 $341.60 $341.60 

Family tax credits22 

(First or only child 16 years or older years) 

(Second or subsequent child 0-12 years) 

 

$101.98 

$64.44 

$166.42 

 

$101.98 

$64.44 

$166.42 

 

$101.98 

$64.44 

$166.42 

Accommodation supplement23 

(that you may be able to get) 

$120 $42 $91 

Total net weekly income including tax 

credits and accommodation supplement 628.02 550.02 $599.02 

Rent 24 (2 bedroom house, market rent 01-

JAN-2012-30-JUN-2012) 

$284 
(Fairfield/Fairview 

downs) 

$168 
(South Waikato district) 

$238 
(Thames Coromandel) 

Total net income (after rent)/week $344.02 $382.02 $361.02 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
21

 http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/individuals/forms-and-brochures/benefit-rates-april-

2012.html#Mainbenefits1 
22

 http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/individuals/forms-and-brochures/benefit-rates-april-

2012.html#FamilyTaxCreditsat1April20122 
23

 http://www.workingforfamilies.govt.nz/calculator/index.jsp 

24 http://www.dbh.govt.nz/Utilities/marketrent/market-

rent.aspx?CategoryId=258&SubCatId=6&SubCat1Id=63&SubCat2Id=71&SubCat3Id=72

&ArticleId=53&Version=1.2&TLA=Hamilton&RegionId=3 Average rent for 2 bedroom 

house  
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Table 5: Percentage of income required for a basic balanced diet using 2012 estimates, 

Scenario 2 

 Hamilton Tokoroa Thames 

Total weekly food cost $265 $265 $265 

Total net income (prior to rent) 628.02 550.02 $599.02 

Total net income (after rent) $344.02 $382.02 $361.02 

Percentage total net income (prior to 

rent) required to purchase a ‘basic’ 

balanced diet 42.20% 48.18% 44.24% 

Percentage of total net income (after 

rent) required to purchase a ‘basic’ 

balanced diet 77.03% 69.37% 73.40% 

Amount of money available after 

purchasing a ‘basic’ balanced diet and 

paying rent.  $79.02 $117.02 $96.02 

 

. 

 


