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Introduction  
The Food Alliance is pleased to respond to the Australian Government’s National Food Plan 
green paper. We welcome this important initiative to develop an integrated, national food 
policy. 

The Food Alliance is an organisation funded by VicHealth (the Victorian Health Promotion 
Foundation) and auspiced by the Population Health Strategic Research Centre at Deakin 
University. The Food Alliance aims to identify, analyse and advocate for evidence-informed 
policies and regulatory reform to enable sustainable food security and healthy eating in the 
Victorian population (www.foodalliance.org.au). 

Our submission is divided into three sections, preceded by a summary. The first section of 
the document highlights issues in the development of the National Food Plan in relation to 
risk assessment and management of the evidence presented in submissions. The second 
section of the submission discusses overarching issues and the third section responds to 
specific consultation questions posed in the green paper.  

Summary 
The food system in Australia is broken. The current system is contributing to significant 
public health, social, economic and environmental problems. Moreover, climate change and 
increasing stresses on environmental resources are threatening the viability of the current 
food system to meet the food and nutrition requirements of future generations.  

A food plan to address these fundamental problems is urgently needed. The National Food 
Plan needs to stimulate and support transformational change of the Australian food system 
so that it can serve as a safe, secure and sustainable resource for the Australian population. 
The National Food Plan outlined in the green paper fails to do this. It does not acknowledge 
sufficiently the significance of these fundamental problems or provide an adequate 
response. Instead, it adopts a ‘business as usual’ approach, which prioritises the interests of 
the food industry. The key messages in our submission are: 

x The green paper fails to adequately assess the risks to Australian food security 
from climate change and constraints on the availability of natural resources, such 
as oil and water  
 

x The green paper does not reflect the evidence put forward by the community in 
submissions, or the significant body of Australian and international research in 
relation to key issues, such as the likely impacts of climate change and natural 
resource constraints on food production  
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x The focus of the National Food Plan should be transformational change, rather than 
the ‘business as usual’ approach taken in the green paper, because of the major 
health and sustainability issues facing the food system  
 

x Government, the food industry and consumers all have a role in driving food 
system change 
 

x The key outcome for the National Food Plan should be: 
‘An environmentally sustainable, prosperous and resilient food system that promotes 
access for all to nutritious, fair and affordable food’   
 

x The impacts of environmental constraints on food production in Australia, 
particularly related to climate change, mean that the aim of doubling food exports 
by 2030 is unrealistic  
 

x There is no recognition in the green paper of the importance to the Australian public 
of regional and local food systems, yet the interest in regional and local food 
systems is growing  
 

x The green paper fails to recognize the value of protecting land on the fringe of cities 
for food production, and the need to map this land, as part of a well-rounded 
approach to mitigating the risks of climate change and peak oil on Australia’s food 
security 
 

x The green paper focuses on improving the productivity and competitiveness of large-
scale agri-business and pays insufficient attention to solutions for improving the 
economic viability of small-medium sized farmers  
 

x Any mechanism for facilitating whole of government food policy must have decision-
making powers, and should report directly to the Prime Minister. We propose that 
the key governance mechanisms for the National Food Plan should comprise a 
Ministerial Food Forum, an Advisory Council and an independent Food 
Commissioner  
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The rationale for a national food plan 
The food system in Australia is broken. The current system is contributing to significant 
public health, social, economic and environmental problems. 62% of Australian adults and 
one quarter of Australian children are overweight or obese [1], over 1 million Australians are 
food insecure [2], the economic burden of diet-related diseases is estimated to be $8.3 
billion [3] and the food system is a major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions and a 
non-sustainable consumer of finite environmental resources such as water and oil. 
Moreover, climate change and increasing stresses on environmental resources are 
threatening the viability of the current food system to meet the food and nutrition 
requirements of future generations.  

A food plan to address these fundamental problems is urgently needed. The food plan 
needs to stimulate and support transformational change of the Australian food system so 
that it can serve as a safe, secure and sustainable resource for the Australian population. 
The national food plan outlined in the Green paper fails to meet this need. Although it 
makes some passing reference to these fundamental problems, it does not acknowledge 
sufficiently their significance or provide an adequate response that will help create the 
policy setting necessary to bring about the required food system change. Instead, the Green 
paper adopts a ‘business as usual’ approach in which it prioritises its focus inordinately on 
the interests of the food industry.  

 

Comments on the risk assessment and risk 
management approaches  
The Food Alliance believes that the approach taken to assessing evidence of risk and 
managing that risk in relation to the development of the National Food Plan is inadequate. 
Specifically, our concerns centre on the:  

x Inadequate consideration of risk assessment evidence widely available and 
presented in submissions from stakeholders to the previous issues paper 

x Inadequate risk management in relation to the impacts of climate change and 
natural resource constraints on food production 

Inadequate consideration of risk assessment evidence widely available and 
provided in stakeholder submissions to the previous issues paper  

Over 270 written submissions were made to the Issues paper to inform development of a 
national food plan, and evidence gathered through roundtables and a public webcast. Many 
of these written submissions referred to the international and Australian body of evidence 
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on key issues. However, the green paper’s narrow focus on economic objectives, and the 
marginalization of health, environmental sustainability and social equity concerns, suggests 
that the evidence put forward in many submissions, particularly those from the health, 
environment and community sectors, was not given appropriate consideration in the 
development of the green paper. For example, multiple submissions put forward evidence 
about effective approaches to tackling Australia’s obesity crisis, but this evidence was not 
considered in the development of the green paper.  

Inadequate risk management in relation to the impacts of climate change and 
natural resource constraints on food production  

The proposed targets in the green paper for doubling food exports by 2030, and exports to 
Asia by 2050, suggest that insufficient attention has been given in the development of the 
green paper to the potential impacts of climate change and natural resource constraints 
on Australian agriculture. These targets are clearly unrealistic, as we will demonstrate.  

Most assessments of the impact of climate change on Australian agriculture [4, 5] predict a 
drying and warming pattern for the key food growing regions of South-eastern Australia and 
a reduction in the production of key commodities. For example, Gunasekera et al [5] find 
that Australia is likely to be one of the most adversely affected regions of the world from 
declines in agricultural production due to climate change, and that exports of key 
commodities are likely to decline by between 11% (for wheat) and 63% (for sugar) by 2030 
and between 15% (for wheat) and 79% (for sugar) by 2050. Beef and dairy exports are 
predicted to decline by 33% and 27% respectively by 2050.  

Statistics quoted in the green paper suggest a reduction of up to 10% in the production of 
key agricultural commodities in a low rainfall climate change scenario by 2030 and an 
increase in production of up to 20% in a high rainfall scenario. This would suggest that the 
proposed export targets are based on an overly optimistic view of a high rainfall climate 
change scenario, but that little account has been taken of the (more likely) low rainfall 
scenario for South-eastern Australia.  

The green paper takes a similarly optimistic view of the likely impact of natural resource 
constraints on agricultural production. It suggests that the anticipated reduction in water 
availability for agriculture in the Murray-Darling Basin will be overcome by ‘continuing 
improvements in agricultural productivity’, that the increasing costs of fertilisers ‘are not 
likely to affect national food security’ and that Australia will not be affected by declining oil 
supplies because it has ‘abundant renewable and non-renewable energy resources, which 
will allow Australia to reliably meet its future energy demands’ (p69-70). There is an 
assumption that technological advances and innovation will overcome any limits that 
reduced availability of natural resources might place on production.  Australia is the driest 



 

6 
Food Alliance Submission to the National Food Plan Green Paper 2012 
30 September 2012 
 

continent in the world and we cannot continue to place stress on our water resources by 
increasing exports.   

In planning for only the ‘best case’ scenario, the green paper fails to adequately manage the 
risks to Australia’s food security. Risk management approaches, such as that proposed in the 
Australian Government’s guide to ‘Climate change impacts and risk management’ [6], stress 
the need to plan for a range of possible scenarios and to prioritise ‘win win’ and ‘no regret’ 
options. The failure to consider a range of possible scenarios and to plan for ‘no regret’ 
adaptive responses to climate change calls into question the robustness of the proposed 
National Food Plan and is likely to undermine stakeholder confidence in the Plan.  

Recommendations  
Government should make clear how the evidence put forward in submissions has been 
assessed in developing the green paper and how decisions have been made about which 
evidence to reject and which to use in developing the green paper.  
 
The Food Alliance recommends that the following steps be taken to review the Plan’s 
approach to risk assessment and to validate proposed export targets before the National 
Food Plan is finalized and implemented: 

x A climate change risk assessment should be undertaken for the Australian 
agriculture sector that identifies risk metrics and predicted impacts on key crops and 
yields, as has been undertaken recently for the UK [7]. This is particularly important 
in the context of the proposed target to double food exports by 2030, and to double 
exports to Asia by 2050. Yield assumptions related to these targets should be 
validated against the climate change risk assessment.  

x Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions scenarios should be developed for the export 
targets, particularly related to doubling exports of livestock products. It is estimated 
that Australian agriculture contributes around 17% of Australia’s GHG emissions, the 
majority due to enteric fermentation and manure management from livestock [4].  

 

Overarching issues  
1. Transformational change is needed in the way we produce and consume food  

The National Food Plan green paper proposes a ‘business as usual’ approach to national 
food policy. For example, the green paper recommends a continuation of current policy 
approaches to promoting intensive production of key export commodities and to addressing 
Australia’s obesity crisis (no new proposals are presented for obesity prevention). However, 
the Plan must aim for transformational rather than incremental change in the way that 
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Australia produces, processes, distributes and consumes food. Transformational change is 
needed because:  

x over 75% of Australian men and women are likely to be overweight or obese by 
2025 if current trends continue, and the increase in associated chronic diseases, such 
as type 2 diabetes, will cost the nation billions in additional healthcare [8]  

x over 70% of Australia’s family farms don’t earn enough to support the family on 
them [9]. The prices that Australian farmers receive have dropped significantly over 
the last four decades, and their costs have increased [10]. As a result, many are 
leaving the land [11] 

x climate change is likely to affect all aspects of food production in Australia [11] and 
may lead to a 92% reduction in irrigated agriculture in our main food bowl, the 
Murray-Darling Basin [12]  

x at least 23% of Australia’s carbon emissions are attributable to the food system 
[13] 

x intensive agricultural practices have severely degraded the land and water systems 
on which Australian agriculture depends [14]  

x our food system is overly dependent on oil, an increasingly scarce and expensive 
resource [13]  

In the face of this system ‘breakdown’, fundamental change is needed in the way that 
Australia produces, processes, distributes and consumes food to encourage a shift to a food 
system that is healthy, sustainable, fair and prosperous.  

 

2. Government, the food industry and consumers each have a role in driving 
change 

 
The National Food Plan green paper suggests that change to more sustainable forms of food 
production should be driven primarily by consumers, stating that Government, ‘does not 
seek to favour particular production or land management systems as a general matter of 
principle’ and that ‘government’s policy is to allow businesses to respond to consumer 
preferences’ (p114-116 and p201). However, consumer research on sustainable food 
production and consumption in the UK shows that consumers expect Government and the 
food industry to lead this change [15, 16]. The overall message from UK consumers is, ‘I will 
if you will’. The UK experience suggests that if Australia is to achieve a healthy, sustainable 
food supply, the food industry, Government and citizens must all work together. Each has a 
role as described below.  
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Government 
Government has a responsibility to lead by making a clear commitment to encourage a shift 
to sustainable, healthy food and by intervening with regulatory and economic measures 
when voluntary industry initiatives fail to deliver the necessary change. The National Food 
Plan should define a clear role for government in:  

x promoting  the availability and accessibility of healthy, sustainable food   
x leading by example e.g. by introducing mandatory health and sustainability criteria 

for food purchased by the public sector, following the example of the UK 
government [17] 

x using regulatory and economic approaches where voluntary approaches fail (e.g. 
restricting the advertising of energy-dense, nutrient poor food products to children) 

x providing advice to encourage the population to eat a sustainable, as well as 
healthy, diet  

The UN Food and Agriculture Organization has recently called on national governments to 
encourage a shift to sustainable diets and to provide clear advice to consumers about what 
constitutes a sustainable diet [18].  

The food industry 
The food industry is in a powerful position to shape what we eat through its influence on 
the choices that are made available to its customers [19]. Given the food industry’s role in 
‘choice editing’, it shares a responsibility for helping customers to make healthy, sustainable 
food choices. Research in the UK found that 80% of consumers are comfortable with food 
industry involvement in ‘ethical choice editing’ on their behalf [20]. Research in the UK also 
found that food businesses are comfortable with Government playing an active role in 
assisting the food industry to negotiate environmental and social issues related to food 
consumption [21]. Government should encourage the Australian food industry to: 

x Make a clear commitment to promote food choices and information that enable 
customers to adopt a healthy, sustainable diet  

x Convene a Sustainable Food Roundtable of food industry sustainability champions 
and ‘early movers’ to work in partnership with Government to encourage more 
sustainable, healthy consumption patterns     

x Support regulation that would reduce the marketing of energy-dense, nutrient poor 
food products to children  

x Produce sustainable, healthy food choices 
x Reformulate energy-dense, nutrient poor foods 
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Consumers 
The evidence from consumer research in the UK suggests that if Government and the food 
industry take the lead in enabling consumers to make healthier, more sustainable choices 
(by making it easier to make those choices), consumers will be more likely to alter their 
consumption patterns towards a healthier, more sustainable diet [15].  

3. Strong regional food systems build strong regional economies  

The green paper focuses on strategies for improving the productivity and competitiveness of 
large-scale agri-business, but pays insufficient attention to solutions for improving the 
economic viability of small-medium sized farms. There is an assumption inherent in the 
green paper’s approach that small farms are not viable. While it is certainly the case that 
many family-owned and small-scale farms in Australia currently struggle to make a living [6], 
family-owned farms still account for a significant proportion of Australia’s farms [22], yet 
the green paper has little to offer them.  

However, the United States’ Government has introduced policies to support small-scale 
farmers by building strong regional food economies that make it easier for consumers to 
buy produce from local farmers in their area at fair prices. The United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) works alongside state governments to support small-medium sized farms 
through programs like Food Hubs [23] and Know your Farmer, Know your Food [24]. These 
programs provide new routes to profitability for small-medium scale farmers and are 
proving effective at building strong local and regional food economies. A report from the 
state of Ohio estimated that if consumers and businesses in that state increased their 
demand for regionally-produced food by 25%, it would create approximately 27,000 new 
jobs in the state’s agricultural and food industries [25]. 
 
Introducing policies to support small-medium sized farms and build strong local and regional 
food systems would also deliver multiple health, sustainability and social benefits [26, 27], 
including increasing the resilience of communities to interruptions in food supply due to 
disaster events (see section 4.2). Furthermore, it would build on growing consumer support 
for buying local food. The 2012 FoodMap report identifies the preference of Australian 
consumers for ‘local’ food as an emerging supply chain opportunity [28].  There are 
opportunities to strengthen regional food economies in Australia by tapping into this 
demand for local food, and by making it easier for Australian consumers and businesses to 
buy food produced in their region.  
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Recommendations 

Assist small-medium sized farms to increase their profitability by introducing programs that 
aim to strengthen regional food systems, modeled on the USDA Food Hub and Know your 
farmer, Know your food programs.   

Responses to specific consultation questions  
Chapter 1 – A National Food Plan for Australia 

3.1  Do you agree with the possible overall approach outlined in this green paper to create a 
more strategic, better integrated and transparent approach to food policy?  

The Food Alliance strongly supports the concept of a more strategic, better integrated and 
transparent approach to food policy. However, the food policy framework proposed in the 
green paper is not integrated in a genuine, informed and meaningful sense. The green paper 
brings together various aspects of the Australian government’s current approach to food 
policy, but it fails to integrate those aspects of food policy or resolve tensions and conflicts 
between the proposed policy objectives. These unresolved tensions include:  

x proposing to double food exports, while maintaining and improving the natural 
resource base underpinning food production in Australia 

x proposing to double exports of commodities like dairy, meat and sugar to Asia 
(which will promote diet-related chronic disease in the region), while making a 
significant contribution to global food security 

x proposing to introduce effective measures to tackle Australia’s obesity crisis, while 
reducing the ‘regulatory burden’ for the food industry 

This approach to ‘co-ordinating’ aspects of national food policy, rather than genuinely 
integrating and resolving policy tensions leads to contradictions both within the National 
Food Plan and between the National Food Plan and related policy areas, such as climate 
change. For example, the Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency has a target 
to cut GHG emissions by 5-25% by 2020 [29], but a doubling of meat and dairy exports is 
likely to lead to a significant increase in GHG emissions from those sectors. Development of 
the National Food Plan is also insufficiently integrated with development of the national 
nutrition policy. Health and nutrition should be one of the most important drivers for the 
National Food Plan, yet a national nutrition policy is currently being developed separately 
from and outside of the framework of the National Food Plan.  

Recommendations  
The National Food Plan should focus on meaningful integration of policy objectives and 
initiatives, both within the National Food Plan and between the National Food Plan and 
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related policy areas that currently lie outside of the framework of the Plan. This integration 
should include resolving tensions and conflicts between different policy areas.  

Chapter 3 – Australia’s food policy framework 

3.1  Do you agree with the proposed outcome and objectives outlined in this green paper to 
guide the Australian Government’s development of food-related policy and stakeholder 
consultation mechanisms? 

The proposed outcome of the National Food Plan – ‘A sustainable, globally competitive, 
resilient food supply, supporting access to nutritious and affordable food’ – is broad in scope 
and attempts to bring together a number of different objectives for Australia’s food supply. 
However, the outcome is weak in a number of respects:   

x Sustainability is defined primarily in economic terms, not in environmental or 
ecological terms (on p 48 of the green paper). Sustainability should have a clear 
emphasis on environmental sustainability  

x ‘Globally competitive’ suggests only one possible route to economic success for the 
food industry, based on global trade of cheaply produced food, and it marginalizes 
stakeholders who are pursuing a different route to economic success by building 
strong local and regional food systems, supplying sustainably produced food to local 
consumers at fair prices. A broader term, such as ‘prosperous’, should be used that 
suggests multiple routes to economic success  

x  ‘Affordable’ suggests that food should be cheap for the consumer, but not 
necessarily fairly priced for the farmer. This should be replaced by the phrase ‘fair 
and affordable’ 

x There is no emphasis on supporting access to nutritious food for vulnerable and 
marginalized groups of Australians who currently experience food insecurity. The 
phrase ‘access for all’ should be included in the outcome  

There are seven proposed objectives for the National Food Plan, but there is an over-
emphasis throughout the document on one of these objectives, to ‘support the global 
competitiveness and productivity growth of the food supply chain’. The Plan represents a 
continuation of productionist food policy [30] that has already resulted in severe 
degradation of Australia’s land and water systems, and the target of doubling the value of 
Australia’s food exports by 2030 is unrealistic, given natural resource constraints and 
climate change predictions [31]. Any production-related objective in the National Food Plan 
should include an emphasis on increasing food production sustainably. The National Food 
Plan should also adopt a definition of food security that includes a focus on sustainability, 
following the definition proposed by the UK Sustainable Development Commission [32]. 
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The National Food Plan must tackle environmental and health challenges, as well as 
supporting the competitiveness and productivity of the food industry. Environmental 
sustainability, rather than just economic sustainability, should be a key driver for the 
National Food Plan and economic objectives should not be prioritized over other objectives. 
In other words, the National Food Plan should set out a vision for a prosperous food 
industry that provides nutritious and sustainable food.  

Recommendations  

x The emphasis of the proposed outcome should be changed to: 
‘An environmentally sustainable, prosperous and resilient food system that promotes 
access for all to nutritious, fair and affordable food’   

x The objective to ‘Support the global competitiveness and productivity growth of the 
food supply chain, including through research, science and innovation’ should be 
replaced with an objective to ‘Increase food production sustainably’ 

x Food security should be defined in terms of sustainable food security and nutrition 
security  
 

3.2 The Australian Government is seeking feedback on a number of alternatives to improve 
leadership and stakeholder engagement on food policy issues. These alternatives are set 
out in Section 3.4.1. Do you have a preference for a particular alternative or a 
suggestion for another mechanism that would provide better leadership, coordination 
and stakeholder engagement on food policy issues in Australia?  

The essential qualities of a leadership and co-ordination mechanism are transparency, long-
term accountability, effectiveness in achieving objectives and power to make change. Thus 
the Food Alliance’s preferred framework for governance of the National Food Plan is the 
second option proposed in the green paper, a Ministerial Food Forum plus a Stakeholder 
Committee on Food. However, the Stakeholder Committee should be re-focused so that it 
acts as Advisory Council (see below), and an independent Food Commissioner should also 
be appointed to oversee State of the Food System reporting.  

A Ministerial Food Forum has the potential to deliver useful whole of government food 
policy if it focuses on genuine integration of policy objectives and resolving key policy 
tensions around environmental sustainability and health, coupled with decision-making 
powers. This forum should be led by the Minister for Health, rather than the Minister for 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, as the primary purpose of food is (or should be) to 
support the health and well-being of the nation [33]. The Forum should report directly to 
the Prime Minister.  
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The Stakeholder Committee on Food is likely to function as a channel for dialogue with 
key industry representatives, marginalizing the role of other stakeholders. Government 
should adopt the principle that the food industry has a role in the implementation of food 
policy, but not in the making of policy. The Stakeholder Committee should be replaced by an 
Advisory Council on Food, whose main function is to provide expert advice to the 
Ministerial Forum rather than acting as a channel for dialogue. The Council’s remit should 
be to advise government on how to achieve key objectives related to a healthy, sustainable 
and prosperous food system.  It should be comprised of representatives from 
environmental, public health and consumer groups, as well as food policy experts.  

The Food Alliance does not support the proposal for an Australian Food Council as, in the 
form proposed, it would not have decision-making powers. Any mechanism for facilitating 
whole of government food policy must have decision-making powers, and should report 
directly to the Prime Minister. 

The Food Alliance welcomes the proposed State of the Food System Report. The State of 
the Food System report should assess progress in delivering the National Food Plan. 
Indicators should be set to measure progress against each objective, including indicators for 
a sustainable, nutritious food system.  It is essential that the State of the Food System report 
is undertaken by an independent statutory office, rather than a department or body that is 
involved in implementation of the National Food Plan.  

We propose that an independent Food Commissioner should be appointed and resourced 
to oversee reporting on the National Food Plan. As an Officer of Parliament, the Food 
Commissioner would act as an independent policy reviewer, reporting on the food system 
and holding Government to account for policies and actions related to the National Food 
Plan. Additional roles for the Food Commissioner could include conducting periodic audits 
on aspects of the food system (e.g. greenhouse gas emissions attributed to the food 
system), commissioning research on the food system, ensuring that an integrated approach 
is undertaken and educating Australians about the economic, environmental and health 
impacts of the food system.  

Recommendations  

x A Ministerial Food Forum should be established to deliver ‘whole of government’ 
food policy, led by the Minister for Health  

x An Advisory Council on Food should be set up to provide expert advice to the 
Ministerial Food Forum 

x An independent food commissioner should be appointed to oversee reporting on 
the National Food Plan, including State of the Food System reports 
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Chapter 4 – Australia’s food security 

4.1  Do you agree with the analysis that, broadly speaking, Australia is food secure? If not, 
why not? Please be specific and provide evidence to justify your position. What 
additional data could the government draw on to measure Australia’s food security?  

As the green paper notes, there are multiple dimensions to food security, including the 
availability of food in our food supply and the accessibility of food for individuals.   

In terms of the accessibility of food for individuals, there is clear evidence that Australia is 
not food secure. As the green paper notes, surveys show that around 5% of the population 
experience times when they run out of food and cannot afford to buy more, and this 
increases to up to 25% for vulnerable population groups [34]. However, there is also 
evidence that the incidence of food insecurity in Australia is under-reported and that it is 
growing [35]. One of the reasons that food insecurity is under-reported in Australia is that 
current methods of assessing food insecurity do not count children, yet research shows that 
children are one of the population groups that experience the highest rates of food 
insecurity. Low income families and single parent families are two of the main client groups 
requesting food relief from Australian welfare agencies [35].  

The Food Alliance also holds the view, like some public health experts in Australia, that 
assessments of food insecurity should include individuals who cannot afford to buy 
nutritionally adequate food, as well as individuals who cannot afford to buy any food, as 
barriers to accessing food in Australia commonly manifest as an inability to afford 
nutritionally adequate food [36].  

In relation to the availability of food in Australia, the green paper takes the view that 
Australia is food secure and will remain food secure in the long term. The green paper bases 
its view that Australia is food secure on the fact that Australia exports around 60% of the 
food that it produces. However, this statistic masks the fact that parts of our food supply, 
such as fruit and vegetable supplies, are vulnerable. Several modeling studies have 
suggested that Australia could experience shortages in fruit and vegetable supplies in future 
[31, 37], due to limited availability of natural resources like land and water.   

Fresh fruit and vegetables are perishable products that are typically supplied through the 
domestic market, rather than via imports. Production of these commodities requires highly 
fertile land and secure sources of water [38], and if access to these natural resources is 
limited by competition for the land or by reduced water availability due to climate change, 
potential shortfalls in supply will not simply be solved by the market, as the green paper 
suggests. Previous experience of drought in Australia has shown that fruit and vegetable 
supplies and prices tend to be affected more severely than other commodities, with 
potentially damaging effects on population health [36].   
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The National Food Plan green paper expresses confidence that innovation, agricultural 
improvements and ‘the market’ will overcome future food security challenges. This 
confidence is misplaced. The National Food Plan must acknowledge the real, long term risks 
to Australia’s food security posed by climate change and dwindling supplies of natural 
resources such as land, water, oil, fossil-fuel based fertilizers and phosphorous (see [11] and 
[13]). Government should outline a strategy for dealing with these risks by encouraging a 
shift to sustainable production systems to protect the food security of future generations of 
Australians [32].  

Recommendations  

x Government should include in its measures of food insecurity the number of 
children, as well as adults, who sometimes go without food 

x Government should measure nutrition insecurity; that is, the number of people who 
cannot afford to eat nutritionally adequate food, not only the number of people who 
sometimes cannot afford to eat any food 

x Government should recognize the potential vulnerability of future fruit and 
vegetable supplies, and should take action now to secure access to land and water 
for horticultural production, particularly on the fringe of Australia’s cities 

x Government’s definition of food security should recognize that sustainable food 
production is the basis of food security and that we have a responsibility to ensure 
that food production today does not compromise the food security of future 
generations of Australians  

4.2  The Australian Government is seeking feedback on the option of working with state and 
territory governments and the food industry to develop strategies to mitigate risks and 
maintain continuity of the  food supply in a major emergency. Section 4.5 of Chapter 4 
outlines some options. Do you support those options? Do you have specific suggestions 
for other options or strategies?  

The Food Alliance supports the strategies outlined in the green paper. However, we note 
that in the event of some types of emergencies, such as a major flu pandemic, the food 
industry would be affected by the emergency, along with the rest of the population, and 
should not be relied upon to act as the ‘lead agent’ responsible for continuity of the food 
supply.   

We also wish to emphasise the importance of strong regional food systems for community 
resilience in disaster events, such as severe weather events e.g. major storms and floods. 
Food supplies along key transportation routes are often disrupted during severe weather 
events, and short food supply chains, based around infrastructure for delivering locally-
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grown food, can play an important role in keeping residents fed during emergencies [39, 
40]. 

During the Brisbane floods, food systems based on long-distance road transport were 
severely disrupted when major roads were cut off. However, organisations, such as Food 
Connect, were able to continue delivering boxes of local fruit and vegetables to flood-
affected residents, because they had good knowledge of the available food supplies and 
transport routes, and could use their strong local networks to adapt quickly to the situation 
[41]. 

Recommendations  
Promoting strong regional food systems should be seen as a strategy for ensuring continuity 
of food supply during emergencies. Government can promote strong regional food systems 
by funding the infrastructure to support commercial and community-based regional food 
production and supply e.g. food hubs [23] and community gardens. 

Chapter 5 – Safe and nutritious food  

5.1  Are there additional issues that the government should focus on in its future policy 
directions? What factors should the government consider in developing new, and 
reviewing existing, policies and programs?  

Over 75% of Australian men and women are likely to be overweight or obese by 2025 if 
current trends continue, and the increase in associated chronic diseases, such as type 2 
diabetes, will cost the nation billions in additional healthcare [8].  It is now widely accepted 
amongst public health professionals that obesity trends are the result of an ‘obesogenic’ 
environment [42], and that current approaches to tackling obesity, based on consumer 
education, are inadequate [43]. Public health experts have recommended regulatory action 
to reshape our food supply, including: 

x front of pack ‘traffic light’ food labeling [44] 
x measures to protect children from inappropriate advertising of energy-dense, 

nutrient poor food products and beverages [45] 
x measures to tax unhealthy foods and subsidise the costs of healthy foods [45] 

The approach proposed in the National Food Plan green paper is out of step with the 
current thinking and body of evidence on effective approaches for tackling obesity. It frames 
the causes of obesity and associated chronic diseases, such as type 2 diabetes and cardio-
vascular disease, as being poor food choices by the Australian public. It proposes that the 
solutions to the problem primarily be limited to educating consumers and working with 
industry to voluntarily reformulate foods. However, obesity and diet-related diseases are 
socially-determined and there is little evidence that narrow policy interventions that focus 
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on an individual’s dietary behaviour, rather than the underlying determinants, are effective. 
In proposing a continuation of these current, limited policy interventions, the National Food 
Plan contradicts the recommendations of the National Preventative Health Taskforce [45], 
which focused on the need for urgent action to reshape Australia’s food supply, including 
regulatory measures.  Given the size of Australia’s growing obesity problem and its potential 
impact on the economy [8, 46], it is remarkable that no new proposals were put forward as 
part of the National Food Plan to tackle this problem.  

Recommendations  
The National Food Plan should follow the recommendations of the National Preventative 
Health Taskforce for tackling obesity in Australia, including regulatory measures to protect 
children from inappropriate advertising of unhealthy foods and to tax unhealthy 
foods/subsidise the costs of healthy foods.  

Chapter 6 – A competitive and productive food industry   

6.2  The government is seeking to increase the value of Australia’s food exports from across 
the supply chain, including the value added component.  

a)  Do you think that a target of doubling the value of four food exports by 2030 is 
achievable? If not, what target would be?   

The Food Alliance does not believe that a target of doubling the value of food exports is 
either achievable or desirable. As discussed in the first section of this submission, most 
assessments of the impact of climate change on Australian agriculture predict declines in 
the production of key export commodities [4, 5]. Modeling studies show that constraints in 
the availability of natural resources like land and water are also likely to affect food 
production in Australia [31, 37]. The Food Alliance does not believe that technological 
advances and innovation will in themselves be sufficient to double food exports in the face 
of these environmental constraints.  
 
If it were achievable, the proposal to ‘take advantage of growing markets in Asia’ (p223), by 
doubling exports of meat, dairy, sugar, wheat and highly processed foods would, 
nonetheless, be undesirable, because of its detrimental effects on both Asia and Australia. 
For Asia, it represents a plan to export the Western diet and associated chronic diseases to 
countries that are ill-equipped to cope with the subsequent increase in healthcare burden 
and costs. For Australia, it would mean an acceleration of damage to the nation’s natural 
resource base [14], particularly through an intensification of livestock farming [47]. 

 
Recommendations  
Instead of setting a target for increasing food exports, the Food Alliance recommends that 
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targets should be set to strengthen regional food systems e.g. a target for the % of food 
purchased by Government departments and services direct from Australian farmers.  
 
6.8  Competition issues are canvassed in the green paper. Generally speaking there is 

evidence that competition can benefit consumers in various ways, including placing 
downward pressure on prices and encouraging innovation and greater choice.  

c)  What would a regulatory approach such as a mandatory code and/or supermarket 
ombudsman achieve over and above current arrangements (bearing in mind that any 
investigation would need to be based on a complaint)? 

The Food Alliance welcomes the proposal to appoint a supermarket ombudsman. The terms 
of trade for Australian producers have declined significantly over recent decades as the 
prices that they receive for produce have dropped and their costs have increased [10]. A 
supermarket ombudsman could mediate in disputes between producers and retailers and 
could promote fairness and transparency along the supply chain.  

The Food Alliance also supports calls by the Victorian Farmers Federation for an extension of 
the Horticulture Code. The Horticulture Code currently applies to trade between growers 
and wholesalers, and the Victorian Farmers Federation has called for the Code to be 
extended to cover trade between growers and all buyers at the ‘first point of sale’, including 
supermarkets [48]. 

Chapter 7 – A strong natural resource base   

7.1  Pressure to increase food production in coming years, in response to increased demand 
from a growing global population, could place additional stress on Australia’s natural 
resource base. What further initiatives could the government consider to encourage 
sustainable farming and fishing practices that balance economic, social and 
environmental benefits?   

Government has stated in the green paper that it does not intend to favour particular 
production or land management systems as a general matter of principle.  However, the 
Food Alliance believes that the National Food Plan must aim to encourage a fundamental 
shift to sustainable production systems that will protect Australia’s natural resource base, 
and that Government should take a leadership role in driving this shift. There is a clear case 
of market failure that requires Government intervention, because the cost of the damage 
to Australia’s natural resource base from intensive production practices is not included in 
the price of food [49].   

Recommendations 
This submission’s section on Overarching Issues outlined key initiatives that government 
could undertake to drive a shift to sustainable food consumption. We outline here 
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additional measures that should be taken to encourage sustainable approaches to food 
production:   

x funding research and agricultural extension services in sustainable food production 
systems  

x funding research to gain a clear understanding of the barriers facing the agricultural 
industries in adopting sustainable production systems  

x setting a target to reduce the greenhouse gas emissions associated with the food 
system 

7.2  Australian society places high expectations on the environmental and social 
responsibility of Australia’s food industry, although this is not always reflected in 
purchasing behavior. What is preventing markets from encouraging (via price signals) 
the food industry’s responsible management of the production base?     

Several barriers to the effectiveness of price signals in encouraging responsible 
management of Australia’s production base have already been discussed in this submission:  

x The cost of damage to Australia’s production base from intensive agricultural 
practices is not included in the price of food 

x Research suggests that consumers expect Government and the food industry to lead 
change to sustainable production systems [15, 16], but this leadership is currently 
lacking in Australia  

Sustainability leaders in the food industry may also experience a ‘first mover disadvantage’ 
in moving a step ahead of their customers [50]. This could be addressed if suppliers across 
categories were to collaborate on sustainability initiatives e.g. to collectively ‘edit out’ some 
of the most unsustainable choices across a given category. However, laws designed to 
prevent anti-competitive behaviour could currently rule out such collaboration. Research 
with food businesses in the UK has indicated that Government should give clear signals 
about priorities for action to improve the sustainability of products and should introduce a 
framework to create a level playing field and encourage all food businesses to take action.  

Chapter 9 – Global food security    

9.1  It is in Australia’s national interest to promote global food security. The Australian 
Government considers Australia can make the most effective contribution to global food 
security by focusing on: technology and expertise transfers to developing countries; 
trade-related development assistance; advocacy and support for appropriate policies at 
the global, regional and national level; and short-term emergency food assistance. Do 
you support the Australian Government’s analysis? If not, what are the key gaps? Please 
be specific and provide evidence to justify your response.    
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The Food Alliance supports the green paper’s analysis that global hunger is largely caused by 
inequality in food purchasing power due to poverty, rather than inadequate food supplies, 
and that Australia’s key contribution to global food security should be the transfer of 
expertise and technology. However, Government should also acknowledge in the green 
paper the types of policy approaches, technology and expertise that are widely regarded as 
effective in addressing global hunger. This includes an emphasis on supporting smallholder 
farmers, particularly women, to increase their productivity through agro-ecological farming 
practices and on encouraging the production of staple crops for local markets [51-53].  

 

Contact 
For additional information or clarification on this submission, please contact Kathy 
McConell: 
 
03 9244 3802 
kathy.mcconell@deakin.edu.au 
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