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Summary - Resetting our food system for health, equity, sustainability
and resilience

Inequities in our food system

» Foodinsecurityis largely the result of
poverty. Itis bestaddressed through

Innovative food system
responses to coronavirus

Strengthening food system
resilience

» Akeyfeature of resilient food systems

policies that promote full employment
andjob security, raise levels of income
support to meet the cost of a healthy
diet,and widen the welfare safety net
toinclude people who currently fall
through the cracks.

Vulnerabilities in food supply
chains

Almost 80% of the fresh food in
Australian supermarkets -including

* MovingFeastis providing food relief

tovulnerable Victorians by providing
boxes of produce from local farmers
and community gardens, meals and
backyard growingKkits.

Many farmers and farmers markets
wentonline to continue operating amid
socialdistancingrestrictions and to
meet the consumer demand for fresh,
healthy local produce.

Increased backyard vegetable

is likely to be diversity — diversityin
the geographic locations that food
issourced from, the length of supply
chains, the scale at which food is
produced, who produces food andin
the foods that we eat.

Thereisaneedtonurtureanew
generation of farmers by enabling
accesstoland, resources and
education. Measures are alsorequired
toencourage regenerative approaches

fruitand vegetables, eggs, most
meats and dairy products - is grown
in Australia. However, the narrative
that Australiais ‘food secure’ masks
vulnerabilities in food supply that
warrant attention.

gardens and home-cooking present
opportunities for more fresh,
nutritious food intake in the home.

toagriculture that build soils and
naturalecosystems,increase climate-
resilience and minimise dependence on
inputsreliant on fossil fuels.

Introduction

Coronavirus is testing the limits of Australia’s food
system, the complex web of supply chains that bring
food from farm to fork.

Inequities in our food system

Coronavirus has laid bare inequities in the food
system.

While around 4% of peoplein Victoriarun out of food and are
unabletoaffordtobuy more, rates of food insecurity are much
higherinvulnerable population groups, such as Abariginaland
Torres Strait Islander Peoples (19%), lone-parent households
(13%), the unemployed (12%) and people in households with
anincome of less than $40,000 (10%). A larger proportion of
people skip meals or eat low-cost unhealthy foods to avoid
running out of food.

Onthesurface, our food system appearsto have performed
well. Afterinitial difficultiesin responding to a sudden
increaseinconsumer demand, retailers have managed to keep
supermarket shelves well stocked, assisted by Australia’s high
degree of self-sufficiency in fresh food production.

Butbeneath the surface, coronavirusis makingvisible the
cracksinour food system. Risingunemployment and a growing
economic crisis are exacerbatinginequitiesin the system’s
ability to deliver healthy food for alland highlighting the
inadequacy of addressing food insecurity through charitable
food relief.

Many Australians live on the brink of food insecurity, including
thoseininsecure employmentand underemployment. Rising
unemployment due to the economic crisis accompanying
coronavirus will push greater numbers of Australiansinto food
insecurity. Some agencies are already reporting higher demand
for food relief,and many expect a more significantrise as
JobKeeper and extra JobSeeker payments are wound back.

Coronavirus hasrevealed vulnerabilitiesin complex global

food supply chains with disruptiontoimports of some farm
chemicalsandfoodingredients, aloss of markets for farmers
who sellinto the food service and hospitality sectors, and rising.
food waste.

Foodinsecurityin Australiais linked to poorer health outcomes,
and higher rates of overweight and obesity. Around a third

of obese adultsin Victoria experience some degree of food
insecurity. Overweight and obesity is arisk factor foranumber
of chronicdiseases, including type 2 diabetes and cardio-
vascular disease. It hasalso been linked toagreater risk of
becomingseverelyill with coronavirus.

Yet the crisis has also sparked rapid innovation. Farmers have
respondedto closures of farmers markets by opening online
markets, consumers have increased their demand for locally
produced food, and civilsociety groups have mabilised to
provide systems of food relief that strengthen healthy and
sustainable local food supply.

Rising food insecurity during coronavirus highlights the
weaknesses in Australia’s existing system of food relief, which
relies largely onthe charitable sector and donations of surplus
foodto food banks . During coronavirus, the system has been
challenged by social distancingrestrictionsand a lack of
volunteers, which forced some community groups providing
foodrelieftoclose theirdoors. Donations of food from the major
supermarketsalso fell due torising consumer demand.

Crises like coronavirus expose the cracks in complex systems,
buttheyalsorevealopportunitiestostrengthenthem. They
aretransformative moments, when rapid responses to
changing conditions point toinnovative ways to leap forward.
Coronavirusisamoment toreset the food system by placing
health, equity, sustainability and resilience atits core.
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Foodinsecurityislargely theresult of poverty. Itisbest
addressed through policies that promote fullemployment and
job security, raise levels of income support to meet the cost
of ahealthy diet,and widen the welfare safety net toinclude
peaple who currently fall through the cracks. Income support
payments canbe supplemented with other forms of food relief
that provide healthy and sustainable food while purchasing
food from local farmers. This can reduce food waste and
supportfarmerincomes, aswellasincreasing food security for
vulnerable people.

Vulnerabilities in food supply
chains
Australiais often described as ‘food secure’ because

itis relatively self-sufficient in the production of fresh
foods and a net food exporter.

Almost 90% of the fresh food in Australian supermarkets -
including fruitand vegetables, eggs, most meats and dairy
products-isgrowninAustralia. However, the narrative that
Australiais ‘food secure’ masks vulnerabilities in food supply
that warrant attention.

Australiadoesn’t produce enough fruit and vegetables to meet
healthy eating guidelines for the population,and the gapis
widening. Italsoreliesonimports of some criticalinputs to the
food system, such as fertilisers and farm chemicals, fuel, farm
machinery, animal feed, some additives for processed foods and
some types of food packaging. Australiaimports the majority of
itsnitrogen-based fertilisers and farm chemicals, mainly from
China.

Disruption to global food supply chains during coronavirus has
highlighted the vulnerabilities of import-dependencies for
criticalinputsto the food system, aswellastheimportantrole
thatregenerative low-input production systemscanplayina
resilient food system.

Coronavirusdisruption adds to the financial stress for farmers,
who facerising prices for some imported inputs, such as
fertilisersand farm chemicals, exacerbating the pressure on
already slim profit margins.

Many farmers whao sellinto the hospitality and food service
sectorshave lost markets, due to theimpacts of social
distancingrestrictions on the sector. Some have had to plough
crops destined for these sectars backinto the sail, highlighting
alack of flexibility in the food system to adapt and effectively
utilise food surpluses.

Farmersinexport-orientedindustries have also faced
challenges from disruption to globaltransportationand the

loss of some markets.
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Innovative food system responses
to coronavirus

Coronavirus has been a significant shock to the food
system. Farmers, retailers, civil society groups and
other stakeholders have responded with agility and
innovation.

They are developing warkarounds for food system disruption,
providing food relief to vulnerable population groups and
respondingtoincreased consumer demand for healthy,
sustainable food from local sources. These responses sow
the seedsfarincreasedresilience of the food systemto future
shocks.

InVictoria, civil society groups moved quickly to form

Moving Feast, a collective of around 20 social enterprises,
who developed a “pandemic response that createsjustice,
sustainability and resilience”. The collective is providing food
relieftovulnerable Victorians by providing boxes of produce
from local farmersand community gardens, meals and
backyard growingkits.

When some local governmentsin Victoria shut down farmers
markets due toconcerns about socialdistancing, many farmers
and farmers markets went anline to continue providing fresh
healthy produce to consumers.

Open Food Netwaork, an open source online platform that
connects farmers with supply networks and customers,
experienced a 10-fold increasein farmersand food hubs going
online at the peak of the pandemicand a 14-fold increasein
turnover through these businesses.

Community-supported-agricultureinitiatives and local
vegetable boxschemesacross Victoriaalso experienced a
significantincreaseindemand for locally produced food. CERES
Fair Food, Melbourne’s largest organic food hub, has tripled its
ordersduring the pandemic. The Prom Coast Food Collective

in South Gippsland has scaled up from 100 customersa month
to 200 aweek, and Edithvale Community Greengrocer has
increased orders foritslocal produce boxes by 60%.

Thereissome evidence thatinterestin backyardvegetable
production hasincreased during coronavirus, withrising
demand for vegetable seeds and seedlings.

Thereisalsoevidence that people are cooking more as they
spend more time at home, withan increase in consumer demand

for home-baking products such as flour. Anincrease in home
cooking has the potential to have positive impacts on health
asresearch suggeststhat more frequent home cooking may be
associated with a healthier diet.

Theseinnovative responsestofood system disruptionand
shiftsin consumer behaviour during coronavirus point to ways
that we canstrengthentheresilience of our food system to
shocksand stresses.
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Strengthening food system
resilience

Food systems will face more shocks and stresses

in future, whether from pandemic, economic crisis,
climate change (eg. storms, fire, flood or drought), fuel
shock or other events.

Thisrequiresagreater focus on building the resilience of food
systemssothatthey can withstand and recover from shocks
(and,indeed, adapt and leap forward), while continuing to
deliver healthy and sustainable food in a way thatis fair toall,
including farmers as wellas consumers.

Akey feature of resilient food systemsis likely to be diversity
—diversityinthe geographic locations that food is sourced
from (localas well as global supply chains), the length of
supply chains (shortas wellas long), the scale at which food
isproduced (smallas wellas large scale), who produces food
(community as wellas commercial production) andinthe foods
that we eat (adiverserange of fresh healthy foods, rather than
relyingonasmallnumber of crops).

Analysis of past food system shocks, such as the Queensland
2010-11 floods, suggests that local food production, often
smallscaleandconnecteddirectly to consumersvia short
supply chains, hasanimportantrole toplayinstrengthening
resilience to shocks.

Food and agricultural policy in Australia focuses primarily on
increasing large-scale export-oriented agriculture, with little
focus ontheresilience of Australia’s domestic food supply or
the capacity of the food system to deliver healthy, sustainably
produced food toall.

Ifwearetostrengthentheresilience of our food system to
future shocks, policy will need awider lens that recognises the
value of adiverserange of farming systems and supply chains.

Coronavirus presentsan opportunity tostrengthen local
supply chains that focus on delivering healthy and sustainably
produced food. This will require strong measures to
permanently protect agriculturalland around Australia’s
rapidly growingcitiesandtoensure secure sources of water
(suchasrecycled water) for food productioninadrying climate.

Thereisaneedtonurtureanew generation of farmers by
enablingaccesstoland, resources and education. Measures
arealsorequiredtoencourageregenerative approachesto
agriculture that build soils and naturalecosystems, increase
climate-resilience and minimise dependence on inputsreliant
on fossil fuels (such as conventional fertilisers).
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Resetting the food system for
health, equity, sustainability and
resilience

Coronavirusis an opportunity to reset the food
system to focus on a healthy, equitable, sustainable
and resilient food supply.

Afoodsystemthatis fit for purposeinthe 21st century must do
more than keep food onthe supermarket shelves.

We will be food secure when all Australians have accesstoa
healthy diet, when farmgate prices support farmer livelihoods,
when we produce food in ways that regenerate rather than
deplete naturalecosystems, and when the food systemis
resilientenough to withstand the shocks and stresses that we
know are likely inthe future, as well as those we haven’t yet
anticipated.

Coronavirus has much toteach usabout howtodothisand we
would be wise to seize thisopportunity.
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