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Why food?
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Over 10 million deaths globally are attributed to unhealthy 
diets, which place us at risk of weight gain and non-
communicable diseases.

NCDs such as heart disease, cancer and diabetes remain 
the main cause of death and illness in Australia and around 

the world, despite the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Food insecurity is estimated to have affected over 4 million 
Australians this year.

Yet, globally, we throw away over a billion meals per day.
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Food production and consumption is one of the most important drivers of 

environmental pressures.

Agriculture consumes 70% of total global “blue water” withdrawals 

from rivers and aquifers

The share of global resources needed for food production is expected to increase 

as the global population increases.

The food system contributes an estimated 14.2% to 

Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions. 
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Why local governments?
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\Local governments are closer to their communities than state or 

federal governments.

Local government legislation places a responsibility on local governments to 

act for the benefit of local communities.

Issues such as food system sustainability link to policy areas within the 

traditional remit of local governments, e.g., land-use planning.

There are opportunities for community input into policies and programs 

that aren’t available at other levels of government.
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Project aims: 

1. Identify the enablers/barriers to local governments 

contributing to healthy, sustainable, and equitable food 

systems

2. Identify the barriers/enablers to community-based 

initiatives that contribute to healthy, sustainable, and 

equitable food systems

3. Identify pathways to strengthen the role of local 

governments and communities in creating healthy, 

sustainable, and equitable food systems, including 

recommendations for law and policy reform 
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Key methods included: 

1. A policy mapping study including all LGs in NSW and 

Victoria 

2. A survey of local governments

3. Case studies of local governments we identified as 

representing best practice or doing something innovative 

(three in NSW and Victoria) 
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– Between July 2019 and June 2020, we searched the 
websites of local governments in New South Wales (128) 
and Victoria (79) for policies relevant to the food system 

– We included policies created under the integrated 
planning and reporting framework, public health plans 
(Vic), and other relevant policies, but not planning 
instruments

– We analysed these documents against a framework of 
recommendations for LG action on food systems 

Policy mapping study: methodology 
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The main areas of action were: 

– Provide education on/enforce food safety regulations 
(96.6 percent)

– Support sustainable local food production (92.3 percent)

– Reduce food losses and food waste (89.4 percent)

– Host/support education campaigns and events on food 
system issues (86.5 percent)

– Support access to safe drinking water (86.0 percent)

Key findings
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Key differences between LGs in NSW and Victoria 
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• Each state has its own public health act, with state health 
departments acting as the central administrative body 

• Public health law is traditionally concerned with managing 
“nuisances” and specific identified public health risks (e.g., 
swimming pools), as well as infectious disease reporting 
and control 

• Public health law also provides for the division of public 
health functions between state health departments and 
local governments 

• Local government functions are narrowly construed under 
the Public Health Act 2010 (NSW)

Public health law: The role of local governments 
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– In Victoria, each LG must develop a Municipal Public 
Health and Wellbeing Plan (Public Health and Wellbeing 
Act 2008 (Vic) s 26)

– The Vic Public Health Plan recognizes climate change as 
a focus area 

– The Climate Change Act 2017 (Vic) requires local 
governments to consider climate change when 
undertaking public health planning (s 17, sch 1)

– The Dept of Health identifies food systems as one area 
where LGs can address the health impacts of climate 
change

Public health law: The role of local governments
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Public health law and food systems policies: City of 

Melbourne Health and Wellbeing Action Plan 2021-25 
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City of Melbourne Health and Wellbeing Action 

Plan 2021-25 
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- Australian public health laws can be used to address 21st 
century health risks such as diet-related health, non-
communicable disease, and the health impacts of climate 
change 

- Public health law can be an important enabler for local-
level action on healthy and sustainable food systems 

- Many states have introduced innovative provisions to their 
public health acts…but not NSW? 

- Is it time for reform? 

Conclusions
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Questions?

More about the project:

https://law-food-systems.sydney.edu.au/

Belinda.reeve@sydney.edu.au

Contact details

mailto:Belinda.reeve@sydney.edu.au
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