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Acesso a alimentaciao adequada e saudavel de pessoas em
situacao de rua de uma capital brasileira

Abstract

Introduction: The homeless population consists of a heterogeneous group that
shares extreme poverty as a common feature, characterizing them as highly
vulnerable. The human right to adequate food is inherent to all individuals;
however, this right is still being violated, particularly within this population
group. Therefore, this article aims to evaluate the access to food for homeless
individuals in Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul. Methods: This is a cross-
sectional study applying a questionnaire on access to adequate and healthy
food in two Unified Social Assistance Systems for the Homeless Population in
the city of Porto Alegre/RS. The questionnaires were applied by two
researchers directly on-site. Results: The study included 65 service users,
81.5% male, with an average age of 44.12 years. The main ways to access food
were through public institutions and social projects. Regarding the most
consumed type of food, rice, and beans appeared in all responses, in addition
to the consumption of fruits and ultra-processed foods. The habit of
purchasing food was present in 66.2% of the participants. Conclusion: The
homeless population using the Unified Social Assistance Systems has access
to food, including fresh and minimally processed foods.

Keywords: Food. Homeless People. Food Security. Human Right to Adequate
Food.

Resumo

Introdugdo: Populacdo em situagdo de rua € o grupo populacional
heterogéneo que possui em comum a pobreza extrema e que apresenta
grande vulnerabilidade. O direito humano a alimentagdo adequada é inerente
a qualquer individuo; esse direito, no entanto, ainda é violado, sobretudo
nesse grupo populacional. O objetivo deste artigo é avaliar o acesso a
alimentacdo de pessoas em situacao de rua de Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do
Sul. Métodos: Estudo transversal com aplicagdo de um questionario sobre
acesso a alimentagdo adequada e saudavel em dois Centros de Referéncia
Especializados para Populagdo em Situacdo de Rua na cidade de Porto
Alegre/RS. Os questionarios foram aplicados por duas pesquisadoras
diretamente no local. Resultados: Participaram do estudo 65 usudrios do
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servico, sendo 81,5% do sexo masculino, com média de idade de 44,12 anos.
As principais formas de acesso a alimentagcdo se deram através das
instituicBes publicas e pelos projetos sociais. Quanto ao tipo de alimento mais
consumido, arroz e feijdo apareceram na totalidade das respostas, além do
consumo de frutas e ultraprocessados. O habito da compra esteve presente
em 66,2% dos participantes. Conclusdo: A populacdo em situacdo de rua e
usuaria dos Centros de Referéncia Especializados para Populagdo em
Situagdo de Rua tem acesso a alimentagdo, inclusive a alimentos in natura e
minimamente processados.

Palavras-chaves: Alimenta¢do. Pessoas em situacdo de rua. Seguranca
alimentar. Direito Humano a Alimentacdo Adequada.
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INTRODUCTON

The human right to adequate food (HRAR) is inherent to human dignity, and governments must secure this right.”
However, this constitutional right is constantly violated for most of the Brazilian population. Currently, Brazil faces, once
again, alarming numbers regarding hunger after having left the Hunger Map in 2014, according to the UN. Nowadays,
there are over 125 million people classified with mild, moderate, or severe food insecurity, and hunger reaches 33.1
million.? Inthis context, homeless people who live in poverty and without a fixed address experience sodial rights violations.?

The Food and Nutrition Security Law* defines Food security as follows:

Achieving everyone's right to regular and permanent access to quality food in sufficient
amounts without compromising access to other essential needs is based on food practices
that promote health, respect cultural diversity, and are environmentally, culturally,
economically, and sodially sustainable

In this regard, homeless people do not have any conditions to exercise their human right to adequate food. This
population has no access to housing, sewage, or documentation, among other hardships. They do not have access to
public infrastructure for food security or government benefits such as cash transfer programs.

In 2020, the number of homeless people in Brazil was estimated at 280.000.> However, there are no current
estimates, mainly due to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. The municipal governmentin the city of Porto Alegre has
estimated a population of 3.850 homeless people.® When they lack purchasing power, this population searches for
different ways to access food, such as public institutions and social and donation projects.”®

A study by Rodrigues et al,” which aimed to evaluate the eating habits of a homeless population in the interior of
S&0 Paulo, found that 100% of the intenviewees could eat daily, unlike the National Survey carried out in 2009, which
found that 80% of the individuals don't experienced this reality. However, it is still worth noting that having access to daily
food does not guarantee food security, as it does not always guarantee adequate quantity and quality.

This study aimed to investigate how homeless people in Porto Alegre access adequate and healthy food.

METHODS

This cross-sectional study applied a questionnaire on access to food for the homeless population. The
study was carried out in Porto Alegre in two Unified Social Assistance Systems (Centros POPs) in June and July
2022.

The Centros POPs are located within the City Hall structure in the Specialized Social Assistance
Reference Centers (Centro de Referéncia Especializado de Assisténcia Social - CREAS), under the umbrella of
the Social Welfare and Citizenship Foundation (Fundag¢do de Assisténcia Social e Cidadania—FASC).

Porto Alegre has three Centros Pops; however, the questionnaire was applied at Centro Pops | and Ill,
according to the guidance of FASC. This survey used the following inclusion criteria: being homeless, over 18
years old, and not under the influence of chemical substances. In addition, monitors who work at the Centros
POPs recommended participants for the study.

The estimated number of individuals who used the Centros Pops services was 220. Since these data are not
consolidated in the literature, the sample size calculation considered a prevalence of 50% of access to adequate food to
reach the largest calculated sample size, in addition to a 10% difference. The calculation was performed in the WinPepi
program and resulted in 68 participants.

The two researchers who administered the questionnaire invited participants to take part in the study during
breakfast. The Consent Form was read by the participant himself/herself if literate or by the researchers to the participant
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ifilliterate. If participants agreed, they would sign the form. Next, researchers asked questions and wrote down the answers
manually in a private room. The instrument used was previously developed and validated by experts in the field, and it
consisted of 30 questions on sociodemographic information and general information on health and nutrition (data not yet
published). The present study used sociodemographic variables (sex, age, whether they were from Porto Alegre or not,
and whether they had any income), characteristics about the homeless situation (when they became homeless), and food
accessed or purchased. The evaluated food groups were in accordance with the previously validated questionnaire, and
consumption frequencies were not evaluated, only whether the individual could access or purchase food. The foods
accessed were those that the participant could access through individual donations or public and/or private institutions.
The foods purchased were those that the participants could buy with their own money.

Data were entered into the Excel program for subsequent statistical analysis, with descriptive analysis using absolute
and relative frequency, mean, and standard deviation. This research was submitted to and approved by the Ethics
Committee of the Federal University of Health Sciences of Porto Alegre (UFCSPA), with CAAE No. 52803321.80000.5345,
Protocol no. 5.100.898 and the consent of the Center for Permanent Education (NUEP) of the Foundation for Social
Assistance and Citizenship (FASC) of the City of Porto Alegre.

RESULTS

The study included 65 users of Centros Pops; 81.5% were males, with an average age of 44.12 years
(standard deviation: 14.13). Approximately half of the participants were from Porto Alegre. We found that
61.5% of homeless people had some income, either through Auxilio Brasil or/and income from work. The
temporary nature of homelessness was higher during the pandemic, and 55.4% reported being in this
situation for at least one year. Table 1 shows more characteristics of the participants.

Table1. Sociodemographic and homeless characteristics of the population using the Centros Pops* 1 and 3 in
Porto Alegre [N(%) or Mean (tstandard deviation - SD)] (N=65). Porto Alegre-RS, 2022.

Characteristics N(%) or Mean (£SD)
Sex

Male 53 (81.5)
Female 12 (18.5)

Age (completed years) 4412 (x14.13)
Where the population is from

Porto Alegre 33(50.8)
Other cities 32 (49.2)
Having any income 40 (61.5)
When they became homeless (N=64)

Before the COVID-19 pandemic 24 (37.5)
After the COVID-19 pandemic 40 (62.5)

Length of time the population spent in
homeless situation

Up to 1 year 36 (55.4)
2-3 years 9(13.8)
More than 3 years 20 (30.8)

Frequency the homeless population used
the Centros Pops

Daily 35(54.7)
Weekly 27 (42.2)
Monthly 23.2)

# Centros POPs: Specialized Reference Centers for the Homeless Population.
Source: prepared by the authors
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The average number of meals consumed by participants was 3.5 per day (+1.21). Participants reported accessing
meals mainly through public institutions (93.84%), such as popular restaurants and Centros Pops, followed by sodial
projects (58.46%). Lastly, they accessed meals by purchasing (24.31%), donations (30.76%), private restaurants (15.38%),
or other means (7.69%). Participants could choose more than one option.

Regarding food groups that the homeless population had access to, the group of cereals, beans, and legumes,
included in the routine of all participants, stands out. In addition, they accessed ultra-processed foods (67.2%), fruits, and
vegetables (95.4%) daily.

Figure 1. Foods accessed by the homeless population users of the Centros Pops® 1 and 3 in Porto Alegre-RS, 2022 (%),

Foods acessed by the homeless population

Ultra-processed foods a7
Meat and eggs

Milk and cheese

Brazil nuts and walnut
Fruits

Legumes and vegetables
Roots and tubers

Cereals

Beans and pulses

o

20 40 60 80 100

#Centro POP: Spedalized Reference Centers for the Homeless Population.
Source: prepared by the authors

Table 2 shows the types of food purchased by the homeless population. Purchasing food was reported by 66.2% of
the participants, mostly ultra-processed foods and fruits. We found that ultra-processed foods were purchased by 61% of

users. Brazil nuts and walnuts were the least accessed and least purchased foods among the groups described in the
Food Guide.

Table 2. Foods purchased by the homeless population users of the Centros POP* 1 and 3 in Porto Alegre-RS, 2022 [N(9%)].

Foods N(©%)

Types of foods purchased by the homeless population

Beans and pulses (N=42) 11(26.2)
Cereals (N=42) 1535.7)
Roots and Tubers (N=42) 706.7)
Legumes and vegetables (N=42) 1331.0)
Fruits (N=42) 19(45.2)
Brazil nuts and walnuts (N=42) 5(11.9)

Demetra. 2025;20:e79221
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Table 2. Foods purchased by the homeless population users of the Centros POP* 1 and 3 in Porto Alegre-RS, 2022
[N(%)].(Continues)

Foods N(©o)

Types of foods purchased by the homeless population

Brazil nuts and walnuts (N=42) 5(11.9)
Milk and Cheese (N=42) 12 (28.6)
Meat and eggs (N=42) 13 (31.0)
Ultra-processed foods (N=42) 26(61.9)
Sandwiches™ (N=46) 14 (34.0)
Packed meals***(N=46) 4(8.7)

#Centro POP: Spedialized Reference Centers for the Homeless Population.
**Sandwiches included preparations with bread and meat or cold cuts, such as hot dogs, hamburgers, and similar items.
***Packed meals included ready-made meals with the dishes together in the same container

Source: prepared by the authors

DISCUSSIOn

This research aimed to verify the access to food for the homeless population in Porto Alegre using the
Unified Social Assistance Systems (Centros POP). This population has access to food, including fresh and
minimally processed foods.

The homeless population profile in the present study was similar to the data presented in the literature.
The last census of the homeless population, which took place in 2008, identified 82% of men, corroborating
the profile of our study."" In this same census, 70.9% of the participants reported engaging in paid activity. In
contrast, 61.5% reported having some income from the Auxilio Brasil program and/or paid activities, such as
collecting recyclable materials. Although these activities are considered informal, the National Policy for the
Homeless Population recommends actions to include this group as a priority in employment mediation and
professional requalification.?

It is important to highlight that most interviewees reported becoming homeless during the pandemic.
The increased unemployment rate can explain this during the health crisis triggered by COVID-19." It was
also identified that more than half of the interviewees visited the Centros POPs daily, showing the relevance
of these centers. The services provided by the Centros POPs are covered by the National Policy for the
Homeless Population, which aims to ensure broad and secure access to services and programs, such as
health services, social assistance, housing, and food.?

Oliveira & Alcantara'® highlighted that during the pandemic, access to food for the homeless population
became even more difficult due to social isolation. In this context, informal jobs, the main income sources,
were interrupted or reduced.’ Nevertheless, users of the Centros POPs had an average of 3.5 meals per day,
with the two main sources of access to food being social projects and public institutions. In comparison, in
the city of Rio de Janeiro, a large portion of homeless people had 1 to 2 meals, and some reported going
without food for an entire day.® Oliveira's study also identified that the main strategies for accessing food in
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downtown Rio de Janeiro are mobile meal distributions (institutions, groups, or individuals connected to
religious activities that distribute meals) and charitable actions.®

However, in the same study, there were no reports of access through public institutions. The main
institutions in Porto Alegre that provide food are Popular Restaurants, Shelters, Hostels, and Pop Centers,
according to the institutional website of the city's government. Although public facilities for accessing food
are available, this population is not using them.

As for the type of food accessed, 100% of the participants reported accessing rice and beans, a meal
that has been losing ground to ready-made foods, such as sandwiches.' However, the Brazilian Dietary
Guidelines emphasize the importance of consuming fresh and minimally processed foods, such as rice and
beans, which the homeless population has access to in their daily routine.’

The habit of buying food reveals autonomy on the part of the individual. In this study, more than half of
the participants reported buying food. Ultra-processed foods and fruits were the most commonly purchased
foods by the homeless, as they are easier to consume, and in most cases, this population does not have an
appropriate place to cook.

The study by Derrickson & Gans in Oahu, Hawaii, found a high consumption of fats and sugars and a
low consumption of fruits and vegetables in 75 homeless families.’® Oliveira et al. also revealed in their study
that purchasing is a frequent way of accessing food, using money from informal and poor working conditions,
or even from unsafe conditions such as prostitution and robbery.®

It is important to emphasize that purchasing is linked to autonomy and freedom, rights that are often
disrespected regarding the homeless population. Furthermore, purchasing power is related to the
socioeconomic context, and according to the Getdlio Vargas Social Foundation, 29.6% of Brazilians have an
income of less than 0.3 minimum wage."”

The human right to adequate food became increasingly important in public administration during
President Lula’'s government, when several programs, including Fome Zero, were created."® Brazil was
removed from the World Health Organization's Hunger Map in 2014 by demonstrating a genuine interest in
reducing hunger. Subsequent governments dismantled programs and policies related to food security
following the extinction of the National Food and Nutrition Council (CONSEA) in early 2019. According to
Guerra,' this context has led to setbacks in the working class and weakened the population's food security.
The homeless have experienced this setback in their routine, and although social services support is part of
this group, advances are needed in the scope of institutional support.

The homeless population has the right to experience the different roles and meanings of eating;
however, it is well known that this group faces limitations in accessing food. Although participants in the study
have daily access to food, this access may be inadequate. It is necessary to evaluate the nutritional quality of
this access, as food availability does not necessarily ensure the human right to adequate food respecting
cultural, social, and environmental aspects that food security advocates.

This study presents some limitations. The small sample size and the fact that the participants are users
of a reference service may limit the generalization of our data. Despite all the challenges, this population
group should be studied to provide information to help develop future policies and address their needs.

It is of utmost importance to emphasize that homeless individuals have the right to adequate housing,
sanitation, documentation, and food, among other rights. These barriers reveal that ensuring the right to
housing, among other rights, enables a healthy diet. The human right to adequate food is violated when there
is no regular access to food or housing.
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The right to adequate food is not only about having access to food but also requires an analysis of the
nutritional quality as well as the context from which the food comes from, such as respect for the
environment and culture. It can also be noted that having access to food does not guarantee the human right
to adequate food (HRAF) and food security

CONCLUSION

This study promotes a better understanding of the access to food for a social group that experiences
the reality of human rights violations. Food plays a role not only in nutritional issues and disease prevention
but also in health promotion and symbolic meanings for each individual and within the society.

It is important to highlight that the population of this study is a group of homeless people who use
services and other places to access food. Despite this fact, another part of this social group does not access
these services and has different ways of accessing food, making it necessary to evaluate the food access of
this group as well.

In addition to living in stress and insecurity due to the scenario that homelessness offers, food is a right
that is sought daily in the city, revealing that “eating” is unstable and changes according to availability and the
day. Data from this study will contribute to the transversality of state health policies on food and nutrition for
people living on the streets in Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil.
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