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Chapter 12
Inequalities in Malnutrition and Living 
Conditions of Children from Native 
and Migrant Families Residing 
in the Productive Belt of La Plata City 
in Buenos Aires, Argentina

María Laura Bergel Sanchís, María Fernanda Torres, 
Fabián Aníbal Quintero, María Antonia Luis, Mariela Garraza, 
Bárbara Navazo, María Eugenia Luna, María Eugenia Gauna, 
and María Florencia Cesani

12.1 � Introduction

From an anthropological approach, food is viewed from the point of view of biology, 
culture, and adaptive response to the environment (Contreras, 2007). It also links 
biological and socio-cultural attributes in an indissoluble way since humans do not 
only consume nutrients but also “perceive” (Fischler, 1995). In the words of Aguirre 
(2010a, b; p. 14), “eating for humans is not only ingesting nutrients to sustain life: 
it is a complex process that transcends the eater, situates him/her in a time, a 
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geography and a history, with others, sharing, transforming and transmitting -real or 
symbolically- that which he/she calls food and the why, which makes him/her eat 
it”. In turn, these meanings depend on multiple factors, such as the position of 
groups in the social structure, ethnic-national affiliation, gender, age, health, hous-
ing, sanitation, employment, access to goods and services, among others.

García Canclini (1995) stated that classes and social groups are differentiated by 
their unequal appropriation of material and symbolic goods in production, distribu-
tion and consumption, which is the basis for the concept of food insecurity. 
According to the Food and Agriculture Organization FAO, food security exists 
when all people, always have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and 
nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 
healthy life (FAO, 2011).

In this way, knowing the data of dietary habits of the people of a society allow us 
to understand the social organization and structure, since consumption reflects the 
place occupied by the individuals in a given society (Durán Monfort, 2006). In this 
sense, we understand that food as an eloquent indicator of the living conditions of 
families and, growth and nutritional status of children, as empirical references of 
them (Bergel Sanchís, 2014; Ortale, 2003).

Nutritional status is defined as the balance between caloric gain and loss. 
Therefore, malnutrition occurs when this balance is altered, either by deficit (under-
nutrition) or excess (overweight and obesity). Both types have direct consequences 
on health, being even more serious when they occur during the early stages of 
growth (WHO, 2008).

In general terms, current food consumption patterns in Argentina are characterized 
by an abundant intake of fat, sugar and sodium, and deficient intake of essential nutri-
ents such as calcium, iron, zinc or vitamins C and A and fiber (Durán et al., 2009). 
According to Piaggio et al. (2011), the problems indicated in the quality and quantity 
of food that children receive have consequences on their health: (1) micronutrient 
deficiencies are associated with short stature (chronic malnutrition), greater suscepti-
bility to infections and learning difficulties; (2) excessive consumption of sugars has 
an impact on the high prevalence of dental problems (caries and loss of teeth); (3) 
excessive consumption of fat and sugar, combined with increasing sedentary behav-
ior, contribute to become overweight and obesity, which are correlated with the devel-
opment of chronic noncommunicable diseases in adulthood.

On the other hand, it is well known that migration is a phenomenon of great 
social, economic, and political relevance, to the point that cosmopolitanism charac-
terizes today’s urban societies. It is often stated, moreover, that migratory processes 
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entail transformations that modify, among other aspects, food consumption prac-
tices (Koc & Welsh, 2014).

The movement of populations from neighboring countries to Argentina has a 
long history; Balán (1985) has defined the existence of a “Southern Cone migratory 
system” in which our country has been a regular destination (Magliano & Mallimaci 
Barral, 2015). Specifically, since 1970, there has been an intense and constant flow 
of Bolivian immigrants to Argentina (Cerrutti, 2010).

According to García (2015), a characteristic of this process was the settlement of 
immigrant families in peripheral areas of the main cities, as we observed in the pres-
ent study. Our sample was made up of people who settled in the productive belt of 
La Plata, capital city of the province of Buenos Aires, which is located around 60 
kilometers away from the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires (CABA in Spanish 
acronym), the capital of Argentina. This territory is conceived, regionally, as a rural-
peri-urban or intermediate rural area and is characterized by its rural identity  – 
underlined by a predominance of horticultural activity, together with a partial 
provision of public services. In general, it has a low population density and a large 
presence of family farmers, many of whom are immigrants from neighboring coun-
tries, mostly Bolivia (Barsky, 2015).

Like other groups, due to their migrant status and low labor qualifications, 
Bolivians are frequently employed at the lowest and most precarious levels of the 
occupational structure, which results in a lack of social security (Cerrutti, 2010). In 
such conditions, these families must adapt to the characteristics of the new environ-
ment and the cultural peculiarities of its inhabitants, including types of consump-
tion, possibilities of access to food and change or modify their eating habits (Salva, 
2000). As expressed by Koc and Welsh (2014), such adaptations usually require 
transformations that combine actions aimed at reproducing preparations from the 
place of origin with culinary substitutions, incorporations and/or suppressions in the 
absence or inaccessibility of traditional ingredients. Thus, the difficulty in accessing 
a nutritionally and culturally adequate diet, usually involves changes in the quality 
of the diet, with an impact on nutritional status and population health (Hun & Urzúa, 
2019; Zhou et al., 2018).

In this sense, the present study seeks to address the nutrition-feeding processes 
to obtain quantifiable data to achieve a deeper understanding of the expression of 
the body as a result of the interaction of particular socio-cultural co-determinants 
(Peña Sánchez, 2012).

Therefore, the objectives of this study were: (1) to characterize nutritional status 
of children living in the productive belt of the city of La Plata, together with house-
hold socio-economic, ethnic composition, and environmental indicators that allowed 
us to understand the living conditions of these populations; and (2) to explore the 
existence of possible inequalities, by means of comparative analysis between native 
and immigrant families.
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12.2 � The Productive Belt of La Plata City as a Study Area

In recent decades, the territories surrounding the CABA, capital of Argentina 
(Fig. 12.1), have undergone intense socio-spatial and socio-productive transforma-
tions. The so-called “Third crown” of the city has emerged as the geographic sce-
nario where active peri-urbanization processes are taking place (Fig.  12.2). The 
region known as the “Cinturón Verde Bonaerense” (Buenos Aires’ Green Belt) com-
prises a 50-kilometer radius around CABA and is made up of 13 districts, with an 
area of approximately 18,000 hectares. Within this region, La Plata is the district 
with the largest horticultural production, occupying 26.7% of total area and produc-
ing more than 75,000 tons of agricultural products, annually (CHFBA, 2005). 

Fig. 12.1  Province of Buenos Aires in the context of Argentina and Latin America. 
(Self-elaboration)
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Fig. 12.2  Location of the 
third crown of the CABA, 
Buenos Aires green belt 
and La Plata district. 
(Self-elaboration)

The productive belt of La Plata is a heterogeneous territory, both physically and 
socially (Quintero et al., 2021). Diverse activities are carried out in this region, such 
as primary food production, urbanization and industrial development, and other 
issues that generate coexistence of conflicts and cohesion among people (Feito, 
2018). Its current development responds to the changes occurred both in the eco-
nomic modality of horticultural farms and in the ethnic composition of the workers. 
Since the end of the nineteenth century, production in the farms of that region was 
traditionally carried out first by the Italian and Spanish immigrants and then by the 
Portuguese. From the second half of the twentieth century onwards, there was a 
socio-demographic change observed with the arrival of Bolivian immigrants, who 
shaped their cultural patterns both in the production practices and in the distribution 
and marketing modalities (Barsky, 2015).

12.3 � Population and Sample

The present study was carried out in 7 state schools in 5 community centers (CC) 
located in the productive peri-urban areas of La Plata: Arana, Arturo Seguí, Ángel 
Etcheverry, Los Hornos and Lisandro Olmos (Fig. 12.3). The survey was carried out 
based on convenience sampling. Access to the schools was arranged with the 
authorities of the Dirección General de Cultura y Educación of the province of 
Buenos Aires.
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Table 12.1  Sample composition by family origin, sex and age

Age 
(years)

Total Natives Immigrants
Total Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls
n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

3 58 (12.5) 28 (6.0) 30 (6.5) 21 (4.5) 20 (4.3) 7 (1.5) 10 (2.2)
4 174 (37.4) 93 (20.0) 81 (17.4) 63 (13.5) 54 (11.6) 30 (6.5) 27 (5.8)
5 190 (40.9) 114 (24.5) 76 (16.3) 66 (14.2) 42 (9.0) 48 (10.3) 34 (7.3)
6 43 (9.3) 26 (5.6) 17 (3.7) 20 (4.3) 13 (2.8) 6 (1.3) 4 (0.9)
Total n 
(%)

465 (100) 261 (56.1) 204 (43.9) 170 (36.6) 129 (27.7) 91 (19.6) 75 (16.1)

Fig. 12.3  La Plata district. Location of the community centers where field work was carried out. 
(Self-elaboration)

The cross-sectional study included 465 participants (boys: 56.1%; girls: 43.9%) 
between 3.0 and 6.9 years of age (Table 12.1). Schoolchildren with a pathological 
history and who expressed their refusal to participate and/or did not have a signed 
authorization from mother/father/guardian were excluded from the survey.

Of these 465 children, 299 (64.3%) were considered “natives”, as they had 
parents from Argentina, and 166 (35.7%) were considered “immigrants”, as at least 
one of their parents had a foreign nationality. Regarding the place of origin of the 
latter group, 71% were from Bolivia, 26% from Paraguay and the remaining (3%) 
from other countries in the region.

M. L. Bergel Sanchís et al.
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12.3.1 � Anthropometric Measurements

Anthropometric measurements were recorded following standard protocols 
(Lohman et al., 1988): (a) body weight in kilograms using a portable digital scale 
(100 g of precision) that was calibrated at the beginning of each session, and (b) 
height in centimeters using a vertical anthropometer (1  mm of precision). Body 
weight and height data were used to calculate the Body Mass Index (BMI = body 
weight (kg)/height (m2)), z-score values were calculated according to the WHO 
reference (WHO, 2006).

Malnutrition, in all its forms were estimated: underweight (low weight-for-age, 
UW); stunting (low height-for-age, S); wasting (low weight for height, W) by taking 
<−2z values as cut-off point, while overweight (Ov) and obesity (Ob) by taking into 
consideration BMI values between > + 1z and ≤ +2z and > +2z, respectively. Thus, 
three groups were defined based on nutritional status: undernourished (UW, S, W); 
excess weight (Ov plus Ob) and normal (children who were not included in other 
categories). The assessment of nutritional status was based on the z-score values 
calculated using WHO Anthroplus v1.0.3 program.

12.3.2 � Household Socio-economic and Environmental Study

A structured questionnaire filled out by the parents was applied to record household 
socio-economic characteristics and thereby estimating the status (Oyhenart et al., 
2008). Therefore, data of the household environment (critical overcrowding follow-
ing the INDEC (2018) definition, and characteristics of the dwelling place) and of 
the peri-domiciliary environment (availability of public services: pavement, run-
ning water, electricity, waste collection, sewage, natural gas, etc.) were collected. 
Regarding household socio-economic status, the following aspects were consid-
ered: nationality, level of education and occupation of mother/father/guardian, ten-
ancy regime of the dwelling, health coverage, orchard practices in the family garden, 
animal husbandry and access to the material and consumer goods, and to social 
plans, referring to national or local programs (from government agencies, NGO’s, 
or other entities) that benefit poor families by supplementing their food budget 
(nutritional support) and/or by providing cash relief to the heads of households 
(monetary support). According to the information of the nationality of fathers and 
mothers, each participant was assigned to one of the following groups: (1) “native”, 
when both father and mother reported being Argentinean; and (2) “immigrants”, 
when the father or mother reported to be a foreigner.

12  Inequalities in Malnutrition and Living Conditions of Children from Native…
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12.3.3 � Statistical Analysis

Prevalence (%) of nutritional status indicators and frequencies for the socioeconomic 
and environmental variables were calculated. The comparative analysis was 
performed by applying Chi-square test. All data analysis was performed using the 
SPSS v21 statistical package.

12.3.4 � Ethical Considerations

This research was conducted in accordance with the principles proclaimed in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the ethical standards instituted by 
the Nuremberg Code (1947), the Declaration of Helsinki (1964) and its subsequent 
amendments and clarifications, and the national law 25,326 (Law 26,343/08) and its 
amendments N° 1558/01, regulations and rules for the protection of personal data. 
In addition, the research protocol was approved by the Bioethics Committee of the 
Latin American School of Bioethics CELABE and had the permissions of the 
Dirección General de Cultura y Educación de la provincia de Buenos Aires and by 
the authorities of each educational establishments where the research was car-
ried out.

Complementarily, the study objectives and procedures were explained to the 
mother/father/guardian of the schoolchildren through meetings carried out in each 
school and an informed consent form was signed by them. In addition, children’s 
verbal assent was obtained and only those who agreed were included in the guaran-
teed, emphasizing voluntary participation.

12.4 � Results

The results of anthropometric evaluation showed that 46.5% of children (n = 216) 
were not suffering from malnutrition, while 53.5% (n = 249) had either undernutri-
tion or excess weight: 6.2% and 48.9%, respectively; 1.6% had both types (stunting 
and excess weight). Separate estimates showed 5.2% had S, 1.3% UW and 1.3% W, 
32.3% Ov and 16.6% Ob (Table 12.2). The comparative analysis of nutritional sta-
tus by sex and age showed no significant differences.

The results of household socio-economic and environmental survey are presented 
in Table 12.3. Four out of ten households did not own house and a quarter of these 
(25%) lived in overcrowded conditions. In terms of house building quality, 57% of 
the families had houses with firebrick walls and 44% had wooden walls or other 
types. Only 31% had concrete floor and most were made of cement (67%). Only 
30% houses were located beside paved roads, 20% had sewage service, 12% had 
piped gas system, 79% households had electricity, 67% had piped water system, and 
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Table 12.2  Nutritional status: comparison between native and migrant children

Nutritional Status
Total 
(n = 465)

Natives 
(n = 299)

Immigrants 
(n = 166) Chi2 p-value

Undernourished 6.2 5.7 7.2 0.43 0.510
Stunting (low height-for-age) 5.2 4.3 6.6 1.13 0.287
Underweight (low 
weight-for-age)

1.3 1.3 1.2 0.01 0.903

Wasting (low 
weight-for-height)

1.3 1.7 0.6 0.96 0.327

Excess weight 48.9 44.8 56.0 5.37 0.021
Overweight 32.3 30.4 35.5 1.27 0.259
Obesity 16.6 14.4 20.5 2.87 0.060

Table 12.3  Frequency of household socio-economic and environmental characteristics in total 
sample and among native and immigrant families

Socioeconomic status 
variables

Total 
(n = 465)

No 
data

Native 
(n = 299)

Immigrants 
(n = 166) Chi2 p-values

Lodging status
Own house 59.0 1.9 70.9 37.8 47.52 <0.0001
Lease holder 20.8 1.9 11.3 37.8 44.73 <0.0001
Rented or borrowed 
house

20.2 1.9 17.8 24.4 2.82 0.093

Crowding
Critical crowding 24.9 0.0 24.1 26.5 0.33 0.562
Public assistance
Monetary support 22.7 0.4 21.5 24.8 0.69 0.407
Nutritional support 
(foods)

9.5 0.2 13.1 3.0 12.61 <0.0001

Health insurance
Public hospital 77.1 0.4 67.3 94.6 44.75 <0.0001
Social work 21.8 0.4 32.7 2.4 57.13 <0.0001
Prepaid coverage 1.3 0.4 2.0 0.0 3.39 0.065
Others
Internet 19.2 2.4 27.5 3.8 37.41 <0.0001
Cable television 68.9 2.4 73.9 59.7 9.66 0.002
Air conditioning 5.7 2.4 8.1 1.3 9.05 0.003
Car 37.0 2.4 40.0 31.4 3.24 0.072
Father’s occupation
Formal employment 34.2 27.7 44.8 13.3 33.20 <0.0001
Self-employed worker 26.5 27.7 23.3 32.7 3.42 0.064
Unemployed 6.8 27.7 5.8 8.8 1.07 0.300
Informal worker 35.8 27.7 28.7 49.6 14.37 <0.0001
Retired/pensioned 2.4 27.7 3.1 0.9 1.64 0.200

(continued)
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Table 12.3  (continued)

Socioeconomic status 
variables

Total 
(n = 465)

No 
data

Native 
(n = 299)

Immigrants 
(n = 166) Chi2 p-values

Mother’s occupation
Formal employment 16.9 9.7 22.7 6.1 18.71 <0.0001
Self-employed worker 9.0 9.7 7.7 11.6 1.83 0.176
Unemployed 10.0 9.7 12.0 6.2 3.66 0.380
Informal worker 9.5 9.7 6.2 15.8 10.08 0.001
Retired/pensioned 5.5 9.7 5.8 4.8 0.20 0.654
Housewife 61.2 9.7 58.0 67.1 3.32 0.043
Father’s education 26.2
None 0.6 0.0 1.7 10.08 0.039
Elementary incomplete 25.4 22.5 30.6
Elementary complete 46.4 45.9 47.1
High school complete 23.6 26.1 19.0
Tertiary/Universitary 4.1 5.4 1.7
Mother’s education 5.8
None 0.2 0.3 0.0 45.80 <0.0001
Elementary incomplete 18.0 12.5 28.7
Elementary complete 39.7 34.7 49.3
High school complete 36.5 44.1 22.0
Tertiary/Universitary 5.5 8.3 0.0
Farming practice
Orchard (agriculture) 12.6 0.6 4.7 26.5 45.94 <0.0001
Animal husbandry 3.9 0.2 2.7 6.0 3.19 0.074
Building materials
Fired brick 56.4 0.4 70.5 30.9 67.58 0.000
Metal sheet 7.8 0.4 7.0 9.1 0.62 0.432

Wood 45.4 0.4 34.6 64.8 39.30 <0.0001
Dirt floor 3.3 1.7 2.4 4.9 2.17 0.141
Cement floor 67.4 1.7 58.6 83.3 29.01 <0.0001
Coated floor (ceramic) 31.5 1.7 42.0 12.3 42.71 <0.0001
Services
Pavement 32.6 2.4 43.3 12.6 44.64 <0.0001
Sewage system 20.7 2.4 26.8 9.4 18.93 <0.0001
Septic tank 69.8 2.4 66.1 76.7 5.54 0.019
Gas (piped system) 13.2 2.4 15.9 8.2 5.42 0.020
Bottled gas (cylinder) 83.5 2.4 81.7 86.8 1.95 0.163
Firewood 10.4 2.4 3.7 22.6 39.82 <0.0001
Electricity 83.0 2.4 85.4 78.6 3.40 0.065
Waste collection 57.5 2.4 73.2 28.3 85.30 <0.0001
Piped water system 68.1 2.4 81.0 44.0 65.04 <0.0001
Protected well 20.3 2.4 11.2 37.1 42.96 <0.0001

M. L. Bergel Sanchís et al.
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55% had waste collection. Ten percent used firewood for heating and/or cooking. 
Also, 18% had Internet access, 5% had air conditioning, and approximately 32% 
did not have cable television. Twenty-two percent of the families received state 
monetary aid, 9% received food aid, and the majority received care in public hospi-
tals (77%). In addition, 13% consumed food from their own orchard and 4% raised 
animals for the same purpose.

Regarding father’s and mothers’ occupation, it was observed that approximately 
24% and 14% were “employed”; 18% and 8% were “self-employed”; 27% and 9% 
were “temporary” (intermittent and informal work) and 5% and 9% were “unem-
ployed”, respectively. On the other hand, 61% of the mothers described themselves 
as “housewives” or home makers. About the maximum level of education reached 
by fathers and mothers, the most prevalent category was “completed elementary 
school” with 33% and 37%, respectively. Approximately 20% said they had not 
completed this level and only 18% of fathers and 34% of mothers said they had 
completed high school. Completion of tertiary/university level did not exceed 5% in 
any case.

12.4.1 � Comparative Study Between Native 
and Immigrant Families

The comparative analysis of nutritional status of schoolchildren representing native 
and immigrant families showed non-significant differences except for the combined 
prevalence of overweight and obesity (p = 0.021), with a higher rate among the 
immigrant group (56.0% vs. 44.8%) (Table 12.2).

In contrast, analysis of household socio-economic and environmental status 
showed statistically significant differences between the two groups in most of the 
variables considered (Table 12.3). For example, majority of native families owned 
their houses (71%), while immigrants lived either in rented or borrowed ones (62%). 
In addition, the most prevalent construction material in native dwellings was fire-
brick (71%), while wood appeared in first place among immigrant families (65%). 
Forty-five percent of the native fathers and twenty-three percent of the native moth-
ers were employed, while thirteen percent and six percent, respectively, of the 
immigrant population were employed. Likewise, approximately half of the fathers 
and sixteen percent of the immigrant mothers reported themselves as “changarines” 
(temporary job) vs. twenty-nine and six percent of the natives, respectively. 
Regarding educational level, twenty-six and forty-four percent of native fathers and 
mothers completed secondary school, respectively, while nineteen and twenty-two 
percent of immigrant fathers and mothers completed high school, respectively. In 
terms of health coverage, 33% of native families had social security coverage vs. 
two percent of immigrant families. Finally, among other variables, 28% of native 
families had internet access, while only four percent of immigrant families had 
access to this service (Table 12.3).

12  Inequalities in Malnutrition and Living Conditions of Children from Native…
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12.5 � Discussion

The results obtained in this study showed that the nutritional status of children aged 
3 to 6 years living in the productive belt of La Plata is compromised since half of the 
schoolchildren showed some type of malnutrition. While undernutrition presented 
prevalence rate close to 6% (mainly chronic type), excess weight reached 49% of 
the sample. According to Atalah et al. (2014), in the context of poverty, it is com-
mon to find coexistence of undernutrition and excess weight in the same region, 
social stratum, family environment and even in the same child (as occurred with 
1.6% in the sample of present study), because of the micronutrient deficiency that 
accompanies excess weight. Other reports by Raj Patel (2008) and Miryam K. de 
Gorban (2014), explained undernutrition and overweight as “two sides of the same 
coin”, pointing to the food industry as one of the main causes of both extremes of 
malnutrition.

In this sense, although the prevalence of undernutrition in our country continues 
to decline, the increase in excess weight in the last three decades is a fact reported 
in previous studies (Bustamante et al., 2021; Guimarey et al., 2014; Navazo et al., 
2018; Oyhenart et al., 2021).

As in other regions of our country and of the continent, the low prevalence of 
undernutrition together with high prevalence of overweight illustrate an advanced 
process of nutrition transition (Bergel et al., 2016, 2017; Cordero & Cesani, 2019; 
Garraza & Oyhenart, 2020; Navazo et  al., 2019). In this regard, Rosique Gracia 
et al. (2012) stated, while the coexistence of undernutrition and obesity character-
izes the societies in nutrition transition, the prevalence of overweight and obesity, as 
the main epidemiological problem of malnutrition, characterizes societies that have 
completed their transition.

Therefore, what at first seemed to be a situation characteristic of the more affluent 
social sectors, that become evident with an increasing trend and at an accelerated 
rate in less favored populations, since, in the background of limited economic 
resources, one of the most common family consumption strategies is to invest in 
volume and not in nutritional quality. That is why, in the contexts of poverty, it is 
common that the intake of flours, sugars and fats predominates, which are cheaper 
and produce greater satiety, but are conducive to an increase in overweight and obe-
sity (Cordero & Cesani, 2018). As stated by the WHO, poverty amplifies the risk of 
malnutrition. People who are poor are more likely to be affected by different forms 
of malnutrition. Also, malnutrition increases health care costs, reduces productivity, 
and slows down economic growth, which can perpetuate a cycle of poverty and ill-
health (WHO, 2021).

Our data obtained from the primary sources, showed that families living in the 
productive belt of La Plata are in a situation of socio-economic deprivation and 
environmental vulnerability: a quarter of the children lived in overcrowded house-
hold, only two out of ten had health coverage through social security, most of them 
lived in houses with cement floors, beside unpaved street, did not have piped gas 
system or piped water system, nor even internet connection. In addition, four out of 
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ten households did not receive waste collection service. Furthermore, most of the 
parents of these children had barely completed elementary school and did not have 
formal and stable occupation. In this context, the difficulty in accessing a balanced 
diet could explain the high prevalence of overweight and obesity.

Going deeper, the poverty-excess weight interrelationship is reaffirmed upon 
further analysis. While differentiating and comparing nutritional status of children 
and household living conditions between native and immigrant families, it was 
observed that the latter presented the worst conditions for both indicators. Among 
immigrant families, health coverage through social security decreased to the point 
of being practically insignificant, as did households with connectivity; houses with 
concrete floors and walls are markedly reduced in relation to native families (12% 
vs. 42%), and most of them are made of sheet metal or wood (while in the houses of 
native families, bricks predominated). Educational levels and the formal job of 
fathers and mothers also decrease notably among the immigrants, to mention just a 
few indicators. On the other hand, children of this immigrant population reached 
56% of excess weight, more than 11% above their native peers.

A similar scenario has been reported in a study conducted in more than 50,000 
multicultural preschoolers in Hannover (Germany), where the close interrelation-
ship between excess weight and ethnic and social inequalities has been confirmed 
(Zhou et al., 2018). In national territory, Navazo et al. (2019) also reported higher 
prevalence of excess weight among children of foreign origins, living in the north-
west of Puerto Madryn city (Chubut, Argentina), where socio-environmental condi-
tions are deficient compared to those found in the rest of the city.

A plausible explanation of this situation can be taken from Ambort (2019) and 
Fernández (2018) who reported that, despite the fact that these immigrant families 
can achieve some social ascent (from the development of own productive ventures 
through the lease or purchase of land that turns them into small-scale producers with 
the contribution of their own and their family’s labor force), do not manage to 
reverse the conditions of exploitation, precariousness and informality that charac-
terize this labor market, keeping many families in a situation of poverty and margin-
alization, that have negative impacts on child health and nutritional status.

According to the literature, in a globalized world such as the present, migration 
plays a central role in the processes of social reproduction. More specifically, migra-
tion is intimately linked to the processes of demographic changes, economic devel-
opment and socio-economic stratification. In relation to demographic changes, 
migration plays a central role in “the complementarity of the population dynamics 
of the regions of origin with the dynamics in the countries of destination” (Canales, 
2016, p. 22). In relation to the reproduction of capital, it has a double effect: as a 
process of transferring labor force and human capital between the contexts of origin 
and destination, and by originating flows of resources, especially remittances, often 
essential for the social reproduction of families, by definition, transnational and 
their communities of origin. Finally, migration is an important factor in the repro-
duction of social differences and inequalities in the countries of origin and destina-
tion. In the former case, there is a dependence on the labor and economic dynamics 
of the contexts of arrival. In the latter case, the work of immigrants is usually 
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concentrated in activities linked to the social and daily reproduction of the native 
population, for example, through domestic and care work, as is generally the case of 
Paraguayan and Peruvian women, or in activities linked to rural work, as is the case 
of Bolivian families (CEPAL, 2018; Courtis & Pacecca, 2010).

Food consumption belongs to the habitual practices in private and daily sphere of 
all human beings, it is also an unmistakable feature of economic, social, and cultural 
position. Inevitably, during the migratory process, children‘s food habits are trans-
formed as a way of cultural and economic adaptation to the new environment. Given 
that food is a faithful reflection of the social roles and cultural customs of a com-
munity, it is to be expected that the nutritional status and/or physical activity are also 
differentiated in the population (Pavez-Soto et al., 2017). In this sense, it seems that 
post-migration food practices are often associated with a detriment in nutritional 
status, quality of life and health status, as reported by Zhou et al. (2018): “the prob-
lem that migrants must face is not the availability of food, specific to their place of 
origin, but rather access, by virtue of the income they have and the costs, distances 
and time to acquire the products”.

Indeed, in a system where food is a consumer good and consequently access to it 
is strongly dependent on income and on the cost of food (Aguirre, 2004, 2005) 
“acceptable, sufficient and adequate”, the basis of food security, is restricted for 
these sectors, promoting high prevalence of child malnutrition as we observed in the 
present study. Likewise, the results obtained showed the unequal distribution is even 
more accentuated in the case of immigrant families, who arrive in the country in 
search of better living conditions and find themselves in precarious situations that 
end up affecting children‘s growth, health, and nutrition, since food has a direct 
impact on the development of chronic undernutrition, obesity and other chronic 
non-communicable diseases at the present and/or in a future life. Household socio-
economic environment and diet of children are the important determinants of child 
health. Recent studies also reported that it is not only the nutrition, rather social-
economic-political-emotional (SEPE) inequalities and insecurities are the impor-
tant factors that determine physical growth and nutrition of children (Bogin & 
Varea, 2020; Schffler et al., 2019).

Therefore, to achieve food security, the State must guarantee, in addition to 
availability, access to food for these immigrant communities. Equal access and 
basic citizenship rights are the public obligations with respect to food security. In 
addition, having access to nutritionally sufficient and culturally appropriate food is 
a fundamental part of “feeling at home”, as food “is central to our sense of identity” 
(Fischler, 1988; Koc & Welsh, 2014).

12.6 � Final Considerations

Based on the data analyzed, we are able to affirm that the population residing in the 
productive belt of La Plata city is defined as heterogeneous one, in terms of ethnic, 
cultural, social, and economic opportunities and quality of life.  Native/migrant 
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status appears as a differentiating variable that places the migrant group at a higher 
levels of socioeconomic and environmental vulnerability, with impacts on child 
health. In this context, excess weight -possibly due to an inadequate and monoto-
nous diet of low nutritive values- together with social-economic-political-emotional 
inequalities and insecurities are of concerns. In addition, undernutrition, although to 
a lesser degree, is still present in this population, indicating a nutrition transition 
process. Therefore, it is essential to implement joint actions by different public sec-
tors for intervention programs to improve the living conditions also to mitigate child 
malnutrition in this population, paying special attention to the needs of immigrant 
families.
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