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Food is the most interconnected policy issue any government faces. In Australia, governing the food system cuts across 

many policy areas, including agriculture, fisheries, rural infrastructure, indigenous affairs, water, environment, drought, 

emergency management, animal welfare, waste, health, poverty, education, immigration, defence, industry, transport 

and cost of living.

Although we are endowed with plentiful natural resources, advanced markets and a highly skilled workforce, Australia’s 

food system faces a set of intersecting environmental, economic and structural challenges. The quality and the quantity 

of both our water and land resources is declining. Major barriers remain to urban food production, while much of the food 

value chain is concentrated among a few corporations, to the detriment of small businesses and farmers. Resilience and 

redundancy are not systemically built into the food supply chain, which is vulnerable to disruption. Poor nutrition and 

ultra-processed foods are driving major health issues. And the scope and quality of agricultural research, development and 

innovation has been declining for decades.

A new policy approach to food policy would allow Australia to better manage these interconnected, and often 

conflicting, interests while safeguarding the country’s most valuable assets – its people, environment and economy. 

It would protect the security of over one million jobs and grow the value of our $330bn food value chain, including the 

$69bn of agricultural and aquaculture products. It would help find new opportunities to increase jobs and reduce the 

budget in a difficult economic and fiscal context. At the same time, it would help reduce the economic burden – at least 

$87bn a year – in health and environmental harm from food production and consumption. And it would ensure that, in 

times of emergency or crisis, Australian food supplies are secure and resilient.

The Commission for the Human Future recommends that the Government develop a strategic approach to food 

policy, built on four key pillars: health, sustainability, economic viability and resilience. Although the Federal 

Government is not responsible for policy development and implementation across the entire food system, its role is 

to set the policy and governance frameworks so that all participants in the food supply chain – states and territories, 

farmers, producers, processors, retailers, employees, communities and individuals – can maximise the security and 

benefits of the food system. Under this strategic approach, the Government could take the following reform efforts:

SNAPSHOT

Establish fit-for-purpose food policy governance to 
drive national food reforms, policies and programs, 
with a view to assigning ministerial and senior official 
responsibility for a national food policy framework or 
strategy. 

Implement a new national program which, recognising 
soil as a national asset, promotes and supports activities 
that increases soil health, land management and 
conservation, climate-proofing and anti-desertification.

Incentivise and enable urban and peri-urban food 
production through financial support and revised 
regulatory structures that improves national and local 
food security.

Support, encourage and protect small and family-
owned food producers, processors and suppliers 
through regulatory reforms, industry protections and 
support to innovative business models and solutions in 
the food system.

Enable efficient, transparent and equitable water 
utilisation, including through improved measurement 
and metering of water resources, better data collection 
and dissemination, and modified regulations and other 
financial incentives that cause mispricing of water.

Drive nation-wide transition towards increased 
availability, accessibility and affordability of nutritious, 
safe, whole foods and healthy-eating practices, through 
financial incentives, education and messaging.

Establish a national food, fisheries and agriculture ‘knowledge’ 
program, which includes strategic vision and central coordination of 
the domestic research agenda, funding support to research efforts, 
and upscaled international engagement and export of research and 
technology. 
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The global food system is remarkable in its breadth, variety 
and complexity. But, as the Commission’s first report on 
food warns, this system is headed for failure. The constant 
push for more food at lower prices is taking its toll on 
the health of people and the environment. Through the 
production and consumption process, the system wastes 
one third of all food produced for human consumption. 
Yet, every year, around 800m people go hungry and poor 
diets are causing one in five globally. Meanwhile, the global 
food system generates 30 per cent of total greenhouse 
emissions. By mid-century, 70 per cent more food will be 
needed to feed the global population. But 90 per cent of 
our planet’s soil could be gone and crop yield could reduce 
by up to 50 per cent.

Australia is an active participant in this global food system 
and we face many of its consequences. Our domestic food 
system, and the policies and programs that underpin it, has 
direct impacts on Australia’s health, environment, economy, 
and government budget.

Our diet is taking a growing toll on the health of individual 
Australians. About two thirds of Australian adults are 
either overweight or living with obesity, as a direct result 
of the food they eat. This leads to shorter life spans and 
is a driving force behind 22 high-cost diseases, including 
diabetes, asthma, cardiovascular disease, musculoskeletal 
conditions, kidney disease, dementia and various cancers. 
If current trends continue, by 2028, 8.9m Australians will be 
living with obesity. 

The current food system is causing widespread damage to 
Australia’s environment. It degrades the soils, water and 
biodiversity, on which our food supply depends. Meanwhile, 
agriculture is responsible for about 23 per cent of Australia’s 
total greenhouse gas emissions, 70 per cent of which are due 
to livestock, soils, burning and manure, with the rest due to 
the sector’s use of energy and transport. Land clearing and 
grazing is putting major pressure on native vegetation and 
biodiversity, and increasing the risk and severity of drought. 
Land clearing remains a particularly concerning threat 
because it harms habitats of native species, allows weeds 
and invasive animals to spread, and leads to soil erosion, 
salinisation and acidity. And farmers tend to overstock 
paddocks and use, fertilisers and pesticides, often in large 
quantities, to maintain profitability at the expense of long-
term environmental sustainability. The 7.3m tons of food 
Australia wastes every year alone accounts for more than 

five per cent of Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions and 
1,460 billion litres of lost water. 

Food is a crucial component of the Australian 
economy, given our large agricultural and food services 
sectors. The overall value chain in Australia is worth 
over $330bn. The value of agricultural, fisheries and 
forestry production is around $69bn, of which about 
$45bn is exported. Meanwhile, over 1.5m people are 
employed throughout the food system, including in 
production, manufacturing, retail and hospitality. But 
the harmful effects of the food system negates a chunk 
of this economic benefit. Conservatively estimated, the 
negative impacts of our food system costs the Australian 
economy at least $87bn dollars a year – $62bn from 
obesity, around $21bn from food waste, and $4bn the 
loss in productivity from land degradation (using 2020 
dollars). The total economic cost from damage to the 
environment is unquantifiable.

The industrial food system has downstream costs on 
government budgets. Based on the amount of funding 
the government provides for medical services, diet-
related diseases are probably costing the budget at 
least $4bn annually. Meanwhile, food-related policies 
and programs absorb billions of dollars in government 
spending, grants and loans. The exact figure is difficult 
to identify because these efforts are scattered across 
government. At least 14 federal departments and 
agencies govern or influence the food system, including 
on agriculture, fisheries, water, soils, food waste, health 
and obesity, and food research (see Box 1). This approach 
is also causing challenges in governance, amplified by 
each state’s own laws, regulations and bureaucratic 
structures. Regulatory compliance for the average farm 
equates to around 14 per cent of net farm profit, and 
probably more for service providers.

Yet, despite the importance, complexity and cost of 
food policy, the Federal Government does not have 
a strategic, coordinated or integrated approach to 
governing the food system. This major gap in governance 
and policy-making is causing inadequate and often 
contradictory program implementation across the 
Commonwealth, industry and society. The food system 
is strongly geared toward industry growth and export 
opportunities, with much less consideration for health, 
environmental sustainability and human welfare. Even 
with the focus on economic output, the current food 
system is costing the economy tens of billions of dollars 
and probably forgoing further billions in potential 
economic opportunity. And it leaves unresolved the 
major challenges that are impeding a functional food 
system, and while driving poor policy outcomes in other 
policy areas, such as rural infrastructure, indigenous 
communities, emergency management, animal welfare, 
poverty, education and cost of living.

THE POLICY CONTEXT

https://humanfuture.net/sites/default/files/Final Report on Food Security.pdf
http://www.fao.org/platform-food-loss-waste/en/
http://www.fao.org/state-of-food-security-nutrition/en/
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/04/190403193702.htm
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-global-food-soils/stop-soil-erosion-now-or-face-starvation-soon-scientists-warn-idUSKCN1SL2Q5
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports-data/behaviours-risk-factors/overweight-obesity/overview
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/f8618e51-c1c4-4dfb-85e0-54ea19500c91/20700.pdf.aspx?inline=true
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2007-10/apo-nid569.pdf
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1755-1315/8/1/012013
https://research-repository.uwa.edu.au/en/publications/government-policy-and-rural-sustainability
https://www.environment.gov.au/protection/waste-resource-recovery/food-waste
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/sites/default/files/sitecollectiondocuments/ag-food/publications/food-stats/australian-food-statistics-2012-13.pdf
https://business.nab.com.au/australian-agricultural-exports-2019-state-of-play-34607/
https://australianjobs.employment.gov.au/jobs-industry/agriculture-forestry-and-fishing
https://www.afgc.org.au/download/afgc-2019-state-of-the-industry?wpdmdl=19722&masterkey=5df94ea9aa31c
https://australianjobs.employment.gov.au/jobs-industry/accommodation-and-food-services
https://www.pwc.com.au/pdf/weighing-the-cost-of-obesity-final.pdf
https://www.environment.gov.au/protection/waste-resource-recovery/food-waste
https://www.pc.gov.au/research/supporting/land-degradation/landdegr.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/3be568f2-d938-4575-bf1f-8742bad4d2ce/ah16-2-2-how-much-does-australia-spend-on-health-care.pdf.aspx
https://nff.org.au/media-release/the-cost-of-compliance-australian-farmers-tied-up-in-red-tape/


There is no central authority, legislation or bureaucratic structure for Australia’s food system. Food policy 

sits across legislation on agriculture, fisheries, water, animal welfare, environmental protection, and 

consumer protection. And the system sits within no single ministerial portfolio. Instead, food-related 

policy frameworks are scattered across at least 14 government departments and agencies, and are not 

fully coordinated (such as the Food and Nutrition Policy, Agricultural Competitiveness White Paper, the 

National Food Waste Strategy, the National Aquaculture Strategy and the upcoming National Agricultural 

Workforce Strategy):

• The Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, and its portfolio agencies, plays the 

most central policy and administration role, as it manages policies and programs related to farming, 

fisheries, water, food safety and food waste. A National Soils Advocate engages with policy-makers 

and communities on the importance of healthy soils. 

• Food Standards Australia New Zealand manages food standards and regulations. Agricultural and 

veterinary chemicals are separately overseen by The Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines 

Authority. 

• The Department of Health manages policies and programs related to nutrition and obesity, including 

the Australian Dietary Guidelines and other healthy eating guidelines. 

• Food security in remote Indigenous communities is led by the National Indigenous Australians Agency. 

• The Department of Home Affairs monitors biosecurity requirements, particularly the importation 

of foods and pests. And a Food and Grocery Sector Group was established under the Critical 

Infrastructure Resilience Strategy to mitigate risks and maintain continuity of food supply during a 

national emergency.

• The new National Drought and North Queensland Flood Response and Recovery Agency was created 

in 2019 to support impacted regional communities, particularly farmers, and drive a national drought 

response, resilience and preparedness plan.

• The National Health and Medical Research Council, CSIRO and the Australian Centre for International 

Agricultural Research (ACIAR) all lead separate research efforts on food and agricultural practices. 

• The Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources leads on food metrology, as well as 

broader industry policy that impacts supermarkets, independent grocers, food producers, farmers, 

wholesalers, and small and medium businesses. 

• The Treasury portfolio manages economic policy as it relates to food, including taxes, financial support 

and statistics. Under Treasury, the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission manages 

consumer food issues and hosts an Agriculture Commissioner.

• The Department of Defence’s Science and Technology Group has programs on food and nutrition.

Box 1: The sprawling governance of Australia’s food system

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/food/links#australian-government


Commission for the Human Future  l   The need for strategic food pol icy in Austral ia

Commission for the Human Future  l   5

In many ways, Australia’s food system can be considered 
world-leading. With plentiful natural resources, advanced 
markets and a highly skilled workforce, Australia has a 
food system that produces large food quantities and caters 
to varied preferences, all over vast physical distances. 
However, a set of intersecting environmental, economic 
and structural challenges is limiting the benefits the 
country derives from its food system, and is causing 
negative externalities. 

These problems sit across multiple critical sectors (water, 
land, economy, education), across multiple layers of 
government (federal, state, territory, city and local) 
and with various impacts (those on nutrition, culture, 
environment and wellbeing). The full scale of the policy 
challenge is difficult to encapsulate. The following 
problems represent the set that require the greatest 
policy intervention for the highest possible benefit. 

Deteriorating soils and biodiversity

Australia’s natural environment, particularly its soil and 
biodiversity, is the foundation of our food production. 
But Australia’s old soils are reducing and degrading at an 
unsustainable rate and land clearing has reduced landscape 
resilience. Overgrazing, over-tilling, and repeated 
and the prolonged use of agrichemicals has depleted 
Australian soils of carbon and organic matter. And loss 
of biodiversity in traditional agricultural farming systems 
is causing huge losses of biologically advantageous flora 
and fauna. Meanwhile, soil acidification, salinisation 
and erosion continue to worsen, reducing agricultural 
productivity, degrading nutritional content of food and 
causing broader environmental damage. Recent land 
management practices have been improving over the past 
few decades, including through better grazing practices 
and soil conservation efforts. But the state of Australia’s 
soils is generally poor and deteriorating, and farming and 
fishing practices do not adequately recognise the need 
for long-term sustainability and the necessary repair 
of these biodiversity resources. Indigenous practices, 
which sustained Australia’s land for millennia, have been  
overridden by modern output-focused agricultural methods. 

Lack of urban food production

Rural communities have been the driving force for 
agriculture in Australia since the arrival of Europeans 
brought with it their agricultural methods. But urban 
food production has gained momentum in the past 
20 years due to city-dwellers’ rising appreciation for 
nutritional quality and freshness, while saving money 
and reducing their environmental footprint. Food 
production in urban environments can contribute to 
health, ecological and poverty reduction outcomes, 
while increasing resilience to supply shocks and 
national emergencies. Some urban areas, including 
in Melbourne, have sought plans to expand urban 
food production efforts. But federal, state and local 
governments in Australia do not adequately recognise or 
support its potential. It requires broadening or tailoring 
of rules around building and land use, and biosecurity. 
Both privately and publicly owned land provide 
opportunities to out-produce the yields of commercial 
agriculture. Still, urban agriculture is complementary 
to, rather than competitive with, rural and regional 
production. And urban food developments can range 
from individual food gardens to corporate enterprises. A 
quicker transition to urban food production will require 
extensive knowledge about traditional and alternative 
farming methods, and biosecurity requirements. 

Poor water quality, quantity and 
access

Agriculture uses 50-70 per cent of the water consumed 
in Australia, depending on the season. But the declining 
quality and the quantity of our water resources – 
and the interrelationship between those two factors 
– is harming the safe, sustainable and economic 
production of food. The volume of water available, 
particularly for agricultural use, is reducing due 
mainly to environmental factors and the allocation of 
water resources to large irrigators, mines and power 
generators. As a result, many farms and communities, 
particularly those that are smaller, suffer from acute 
water scarcity. The price of water has increased 20-fold 
in the past 20 years, and the cost of water purchased on 
a temporary basis has risen ten-fold between 2011 and 
2019, to $333m, despite stagnant supply. Meanwhile, 
water quality is suffering from increased bacteria, 
blue-green algae and salinity, due mostly to human 
activity. This is due to mining, waste, urban runoff 
and the use of domestic and agricultural chemicals. 

THE POLICY CHALLENGE

https://soe.environment.gov.au/science/soe/2011-report/5-land/2-state-and-trends/2-2-soil
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/e9f0d376-78eb-45cc-9359-797c6b0f72ff/files/chapter5.pdf
https://soe.environment.gov.au/sites/default/files/soe2016-land-final-web.pdf?acsf_files_redirect
https://sustainablefoodtrust.org/articles/protecting-australias-diverse-soils-and-landscapes/
https://www.tai.org.au/sites/default/files/PB 59 Grow Your Own.pdf
https://uaf.org.au/blog/what-is-urban-agriculture/
https://www.sydney.edu.au/environment-institute/opinion/regulating-suburban-agriculture-why-cant-we-just-grow-food-wherever-we-want/
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2011-12/apo-nid59995.pdf
http://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/approach-old/crfs/en/
http://www.nswic.org.au/pdf/irrigation_statistics/Facts Figures.pdf
https://www.waterquality.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/characterising.pdf
https://www.nrc.nsw.gov.au/__media_downloads/250944/Technical report - Barwon-Darling WSP - August 2019.pdf?downloadable=1
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/research-topics/water/mdb-water-market-dataset
https://beta.abs.gov.au/statistics/industry/agriculture/water-use-australian-farms/2018-2019#header_93779
https://www.waterquality.gov.au/issues
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Food oligopolies

All aspects of the food value chain – seeds, agrichemicals, 
processing, retail and production – are highly concentrated 
in a few corporations. Coles and Woolworths control 
around 60 per cent of fresh food and grocery sales. 
Kirin controls around 80 per cent of Australia’s drinking 
milk. And Weston Foods and Goodman Fielder control 
around 70-75 per cent of the bread and bakery markets. 
Further, processing facilities (such as abattoirs, canneries 
and grain mills), and the majority of genetic resources 
(such as seed and livestock) are increasingly concentrated 
among few powerful companies, often multinational. A 
food system that depends on a few corporate interests 
creates perverse outcomes, particularly the squeezing 
of producers and processors’ margins. It forces them 
to prioritise efficiency and output at the expense of 
healthy and environmentally sustainable practices. 

Supply chain vulnerability

Supply chain resilience and redundancy is not systemically 
built into the food supply chain. Australia’s food supply 
chain is exposed to disruption from increasing extreme 
weather events – particularly more frequent and intense 
droughts, fires and floods – and malicious attacks. 
Although Australia is a net exporter of food, Australia 
is not fully self-sufficient in food supply. Imported food 
represents about 16 per cent of household consumption, 
including highly processed fruit and vegetables, coffee, 
pasta and rice. Our food production also relies on 
aspects of global supply networks for inputs, such as 
energy, labour and agricultural supplies. The domestic 
food supply chain is vulnerable because of just-in-
time processes over long physical distances across a 
diverse range of producers, processors, manufacturers 
and retailers. Further, lack of public awareness about 
the risks to their food supply leaves them unprepared 
for potential disruptions. These pressures will grow as 
climate change causes a forecasted decline of 15-30 per 
cent in domestic food production over the next 40 years.  

Poor and declining nutrition

Unhealthy diets, particularly given the wide availability of 
cheap and ultra-processed foods and sugary drinks, is the 
key driver of Australia’s obesity epidemic and the rise in 
non-communicable diseases. These foods have displaced 
whole foods in the diets of Australians. This transition 
reduces market opportunities for, and undermines the 
livelihoods of, fresh food producers. Declining quality 
of soil, water and biodiversity is also harming nutrition. 
And heavy use of chemicals in food production leads to 
food and environmental contamination – whether it be 

pesticides and fertilisers on the land, antibiotics and 
hormones in animals, or harmful additives to improve 
appearance and shelf-life of fresh food. Nutritious 
food remains prohibitively expensive for many 
Australians; the poorest families would need to spend 
almost half their weekly income to buy a healthy and 
sustainable basket of food. Instead, Australian spend 
more than half their food budget on discretionary 
items, such as take-away foods and sugar-sweetened 
beverages. Unless demanded by consumers, 
producers have few incentives to focus on nutritional 
quality. And with a trade-focused agricultural 
sector, high quality and nutritious fresh fruits and 
vegetables are shipped overseas, rather than provided 
on a priority basis to the Australian consumers. 

Declining research and development

Publicly funded agricultural research and development 
has progressively declined since the 1980s, due mostly 
to the privatisation of these efforts. Investment in this 
area remains among the lowest of any OECD country. 
And deficiencies in learning opportunities has resulted 
in skills and attitudes poorly suited to complex 
emerging food production, processing and marketing 
challenges. This has led to a fragmented system 
which tends to concentrate on improving efficiency 
and food quantity, rather than important areas from 
which all farmers and producers may benefit, such 
as soil research, novel foods, climate-proofing and 
regenerative agriculture. 

http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/market-power-in-the-australian-food-system/
https://www.afr.com/companies/manufacturing/goodman-fielder-supply-agreement-halfbaked-20170330-gv9kcu
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/coronavirus/food-agriculture
https://www.tisn.gov.au/Documents/Resilience in the Australian food supply chain - PDF copy for web.PDF
https://www.chiefscientist.gov.au/sites/default/files/FoodSecurity_web.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s41110-019-0096-3
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1753-6405.12158
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-016-2996-y
http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/declining-research-and-development-investment-a-risk-for-australian-agricultural-productivity/
https://www.sdgtransformingaustralia.com/#/1250/1317//
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The Australian Government must recognise that it requires 
a strategic approach to food policy. Although the Federal 
Government is not responsible for policy development 
and implementation across the entire food system, the 
Government’s role is to set the policy and governance 
frameworks so that states and territories, farmers, 
producers, processors, retailers, employees, communities 
and individuals can build a food system fit to meet the 
future.

A strategic approach should rest on four key pillars. First, 
our food system should be based on improving the health 
outcomes of all Australians. The food we consume should 
be nutritious and improve individuals’ mental and physical 
wellbeing. More broadly, a strategic approach should see 
food as a source of a healthy, vibrant and multicultural 
community, especially for First Australians. Second, our 
food system should be based on sustainable outcomes. 
Harming and exhausting our natural resources in the pursuit 
of large food supplies is self-defeating. Our food system 
should improve, rather than impair, the environment 
and enhance our connection with the land. Third, our 
food system should be economically viable for food 
supply chain participants. Businesses, particularly small 
and family-owned, across the food supply chain should 
be able to thrive by delivering high-quality products and 
services. Meanwhile, access to healthy food should not be 
prohibitive for families and food insecurity should not occur 
in our developed society. Finally, our food system should 
be resilient. The food supply chain should have enough 
diversity and redundancy to overcome major disruptions 
from natural disasters, global resource scarcity, conflict and 
other emergencies. Led by the federal government level, 
and down to the individual level, the country must mitigate 
and prepare for the diverse risks to the food system. 

Recommendation 1: Establish fit-for-
purpose food policy governance to drive 
national reforms, policies and programs

The Australian Government could establish a  
fit-for-purpose food policy governance, which would 
enable reforms to the food system and lead to a coordinated 
approach to existing policies and programs. In the first 
instance, the Government should nominate a junior 
minister to be responsible for food policy, along with a 
senior official that leads whole-of-government engagement 
and coordination on all food-related legislation, policies and 

programs. The most reasonable option may be for the 
minister to sit in the Agriculture portfolio, and a new 
Deputy Secretary Food position within the Department 
of Agriculture, Environment and Water that oversees 
relevant policy divisions across the department, such 
as agriculture, water, biosecurity and fisheries. The first 
output should be a National Food Policy Framework. 
This framework – built on the four policy pillars, 
underpinned by an updated analysis of Australia’s food 
chain and agreed by the National Cabinet – would guide 
the Government’s food policy agenda. This framework 
would also encapsulate existing strategic policies such as 
the National Food and Nutrition Policy, the Agricultural 
Competitiveness White Paper, the National Food Waste 
Strategy, the National Aquaculture Strategy and the 
upcoming National Agricultural Workforce Strategy. In 
the medium term, the Government should lead a full 
review of existing national policies that relate to food, 
with the aim of developing a strategic national food 
policy, similar to that of the Food Policy for Canada or 
UK’s National Food Strategy. The Government could 
also consider developing an Australian National Food 
Council – an advisory group reporting to the minister 
responsible for food, that includes civil society, 
researchers, the health care sector, producers, and 
other relevant stakeholders – to advise the Government 
on formulating national food policy, similar to Canada.

Recommendation 2: Implement a new 
national program on soil health and 
land management

The Australian Government could develop a fully funded 
national program that, recognising soil as a national 
asset, improves soil health, land management and 
conservation, climate-proofing and anti-desertification. 
The Government could begin with enacting a Healthy 
Soils Act that seeks to promote and support activities 
that improve soil health, such as increasing organic 
matter and water retention, increasing carbon capture, 
minimising soil disturbance, maximising biodiversity, 
and integrating animals, particularly birds, beneficial 
insects and keystone species. A growing number of 
farmers are adopting techniques that integrate soil, water 
and vegetation management. Still, the Government has 
a vital role in gathering and disseminating knowledge 
and good practices that encourage and help food 
producers speed up the transition to sustainable and 
regenerative practices. According to a major survey 
of farmers, half had previously attempted sustainable 
activities – such as tree planting, regeneration of native 
vegetation, and control of feral animals or weeds – but 
had discontinued their efforts. A national program, led 
by the Agriculture, Water and Environment portfolio 
ministers, should first identify the key roadblocks 
for farmers in transitioning to sustainable practices. 

THE POLICY APPROACH

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/sites/default/files/sitecollectiondocuments/ag-food/food/national-food-plan/submissions-received/foodmap-an-analysis-of-the-australian-food-supply-chain-30-july.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/campaign/food-policy/thefoodpolicy.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/developing-a-national-food-strategy-independent-review-2019/developing-a-national-food-strategy-independent-review-2019-terms-of-reference
https://www.canberra.edu.au/research/institutes/health-research-institute/files/regional-wellbeing-survey/reports/2014-reports/Farmers-and-agriculture_LR.pdf
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Building on the recommendations of the Government’s 
National Soils Advocate, a national program should provide 
technical and financial assistance to farmers on soil health, 
support measurement of soil quality, facilitate workshops 
and training, and fund innovative and sustainable practices. 
The program would consolidate and scale up existing 
government programs, including the Carbon Farming 
Initiative and the National Landcare Program, and expand 
to include other well-known practices, such as organic 
farming and alternative cropping.

Recommendation 3: Incentivise and enable 
urban and peri-urban food production

The Australian Government could enact a program of 
activities that incentivise and enable food production in 
urban and peri-urban areas, particularly through financial 
support and revised regulatory structures. Led by the 
Minister for Agriculture, Water and Environment and 
supported by the Minister for Population, Cities and Urban 
Infrastructure, this program should provide incentives for 
the establishment of local market gardens and micro food-
processing facilities, such micro-abattoirs, and provide 
funding for community food initiatives, including school 
garden programs and urban farms. The Government, 
through the National Cabinet, could lead and encourage 
reforms to regulatory barriers in local food economies, 
such as planning provisions and food safety regulations 
that create difficulties in establishing community gardens, 
farmers’ markets and food swaps. It could encourage other 
forms and enablers of urban food production methods, 
such as sky farms, aquaponic and hydroponic farms, and 
agritecture. Urban food production would reduce long 
energy-intensive supply chains, improve resilience to 
national emergencies, improve the connection between 
growers and eaters, and reduce the barriers for the two 
million Australia dependent on food relief. Although these 
efforts should typically be enacted and driven by states, 
political and economic barriers have limited their ability 
to drive a bigger shift to urban food production. These 
efforts would build on the more than half of all Australian 
households that are already growing some of their own 
food, and the almost 25 per cent of Australia’s total gross 
value of agricultural production that is produced in the 
peri-urban regions of the five mainland states.

Recommendation 4: Support, encourage 
and protect small food producers, 
processors and suppliers 

The Australian Government could systematically support 
small and family-owned businesses across the food supply 
chain, jointly led by the Minister for Agriculture, Water and 
Environment and the Minister for Industry, Science and 
Technology. Although this activity should be driven at the 
state level, economic and political imperatives are blocking 
these reform efforts, similar to urban food production. The 

current industry and regulatory environment should be 
reformed to enable these food producers, processors 
and suppliers to survive and thrive in an exceedingly 
challenging industry dominated by large corporations. 
Greater industry protections could be instituted 
for smaller producers against price-gouging by, and 
restrictive contracts demanded by, large corporations. 
The Government could lead national efforts to shorten 
supply chains, such as support for connecting rural 
producers directly with small and medium urban 
retailers, or small rural producers with other rural 
producers to generate economies of scale. The 
Government could encourage and support new business 
models in the food system, such as social enterprises 
and farm cooperatives. The Government could also 
consider launching an innovation fund specific to the 
small businesses and entrepreneurs in the food supply 
chain, particularly for innovative solutions to major 
problems in the system, such as efforts to reduce food 
waste or overuse of chemicals. 

Recommendation 5: Improve water 
markets to enable efficient, transparent 
and equitable water utilisation

The Australian Government could take measures that 
improve the efficiency and fairness of water markets, 
which currently do not adequately reflect the reducing 
quality and quantity of water resources. Reforms 
of water trading since the 1980s have enabled better 
water management and new agricultural products, 
by allowing water to move to higher value uses and 
improve flexibility to environment conditions. But the 
current state of Australia’s water resources necessitates 
a step-change in how water markets function. Although 
implementation is in the hands of states and territories, 
the federal government, particularly the Minister 
for Resources, Water and Northern Australia, has an 
important role to play in improving the quality and 
accessibility of water resources, market rules and basic 
trade data, particularly for food producers. For example, 
the Government could institute a nationally uniform 
approach to the measurement of water resources and 
the metering of water use for agriculture, industry 
(especially mining) and communities, including 
a more accurate audit of available and projected 
surface underground water, and credible compliance 
and management programs. The Government could 
also improve the data collection and dissemination 
required for accurate and transparent functioning of 
water markets. And the Government should modify 
regulations and other financial incentives that cause 
mispricing of water, such as restrictions on trade 
between the irrigation and urban sectors (or between 
states), systematic underpricing by government bodies 
responsible for the water price, lack of a scarcity pricing 
model, and government grants to inefficient regional 
water service providers. 

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/sites/default/files/sitecollectiondocuments/ag-food/publications/restore-soil-prosper.pdf
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/water/policy/carbon-farming-initiative
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/water/policy/carbon-farming-initiative
http://www.nrm.gov.au/national-landcare-program
https://soilsforlife.org.au/programs/case-studies/case-studies-round-1/
http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/localising-food-production-urban-agriculture-in-australia/
https://www.nccarf.edu.au/sites/default/files/attached_files_publications/Burton_2013_Urban_food_security.pdf
https://www.tai.org.au/sites/default/files/PB 59 Grow Your Own.pdf
http://futuredirections.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/T._Budge_Attach_3.pdf
https://www.csiro.au/en/Do-business/Futures/Reports/Ag-and-Food/Food-and-Agribusiness-Roadmap
https://www.pc.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/228175/water-reform.pdf
https://www.awe.gov.au/about/reporting/obligations/government-responses/response-national-water-reform
https://www.pc.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/228175/water-reform.pdf
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/urban-water/report/urban-water-overview.pdf


Commission for the Human Future  l   The need for strategic food pol icy in Austral ia

Commission for the Human Future  l   9

Recommendation 6: Drive nation-wide 
transition to nutritious food and healthy-
eating practices

The Australian Government could drive a move away 
from the current predominance of ultra-processed foods 
towards increased availability, accessibility and affordability 
of nutritious, safe, whole foods. At the same time, the 
Government should recognise the financial and awareness 
impediments to a nutritious diet for most Australian families, 
including in Indigenous communities. Led by the Minister 
for Health and supported by the agriculture portfolio, the 
Government could work with states and territories to drive 
healthier eating. It could change food laws and regulations 
that address nutritional quality of food, such as vitamin 
and mineral deficiencies, lack of freshness or the overuse 
of chemical use in food production. The Government could 
implement taxes on processed foods that are high in sugar, 
salt and trans-fatty acids (similar to the excises and taxes 
levied on tobacco, fuel and other harmful substances). 
The revenues could be used to directly subsidise and 
incentivise Australians, particularly poorer families and 
those with certain health conditions, to consume healthy 
produce. The Government, in coordination with states and 
territories, could conduct consistent and clear messaging 
on nutritional food, particularly about its health benefits 
and to correct misperceptions about the cost. This effort 
could start with revising the 2013 dietary guidelines to 
accord with the latest research, and to replace emphasis 
on specific food groups, with more focus and advice 
on the quality and source of ingredients, and patterns 
of consumption. For example, dietary guidelines could 
emphasise the consumption of fresh, in-season and 
locally sourced produce, and of sustainably sourced and 
processed meat, eaten from nose to tail. The Government 
could encourage adoption of land-use and zoning policies 
that restrict fast food establishments and other outlets, 
such as vending machines, within residential communities 
and near schools. The Government could also – leading 
by example – implement procurement rules that prioritise 
nutritional value and local production in food purchases 
made by the government itself, such as for public schools, 
hospitals, the military and food assistance programs. The 
Government could also consider establishing a government-
funded body that advocates on behalf of nutritional quality 
working with industry, civil society, schools, hospitals 
and communities to drive the transition to healthy eating. 
Food safety regulations also could be reviewed to update 
the risk assessment procedure for setting food standards 
and determining the eligibility of food products to display 
nutrition and health claims.

Recommendation 7: Establish a 
national food, fisheries and agriculture 
‘knowledge’ program

The Australian Government could establish a national 
food, fisheries and agriculture knowledge program, 
covering the full range of innovation, research and 
development, and education efforts required for 
a reformed food system. This program, led by the 
Minister for Education and supported by the agriculture 
portfolio, would drive a strategic vision for the 
domestic research agenda, fund long-term and high-risk 
research and development efforts, sponsor secondary 
and tertiary education programs, and lead international 
engagement on food and agriculture research. It could 
also look at innovative ways to incentivise research and 
development into alternative food and engage the food 
industry in priority setting and funding. This knowledge 
program could be led by a new central body that 
subsumes all the relevant research and development 
efforts from across government, particularly from within 
the Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment, 
the National Health and Medical Research Council, 
CSIRO and ACIAR, Agrifutures and the Grains Research 
and Development Corporation. As an early step, this 
central body could review the full range of activities to 
find key gaps and overlaps, and provide a roadmap that 
builds on the recommendations of the Government’s 
2019 Agricultural Innovation report. It would become 
a singular voice to engage domestic stakeholders, 
including academic institutions, health and nutrition 
experts, farmers and regional communities, Indigenous 
and multicultural communities, and companies and 
investors. It would also become a centre of excellence 
to engage globally and promote a new export industry 
in food, fisheries and agriculture knowledge and 
technology, comparable to Australia’s medical and 
mining technology exports. In collaboration with the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, it could 
support development programs, particularly with 
agrarian-based countries in our region. This body 
should also become the primary collector and holder 
of food and agricultural data for use by all stakeholders 
inside and outside government.

About this report:

This report, written and researched by the Commission for the Human 

Future, is for Australian policy-makers. It is primarily based on the 

contributions of 45 experts and stakeholders in the Australian and 

global food system. These individuals provided written perspectives 

on the Australian food system, and participated through a virtual 

roundtable on 30 May 2020. The full list of contributors is provided in 

the Commission’s report on the global food system.

https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/id/eprint/21047/1/bmj.k2426.full.pdf
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/innovation/vision-for-agricultural-innovation
https://humanfuture.net/sites/default/files/Final%20Report%20on%20Food%20Security.pdf
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