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Regional Food Security Alliance (RFSA) Incorporated 
Submission to the Legislative Council Legal and Social Issues Committee 
for the Inquiry into food security in Victoria 
27 June 2024 

 

BACKGROUND 

The Legislative Council Legal and Social Issues Committee will inquire into, consider and 
report on the impacts, drivers of and solutions for food security in Victoria including the impact 
of food insecurity on physical and mental health and poverty and hardship and the options 
available to lower the cost of food and improve access to affordable, nutritious and culturally 
appropriate food. 

On 29 November 2023, the Legislative Council agreed to the following motion: 

That this House requires the Legal and Social Issues Committee to inquire into, consider and 
report, by 14 November 2024, on the impacts and drivers of, and solutions for, food security in 
Victoria, including but not limited to - 

(1) the impact of food insecurity in Victoria, on - 

(a) physical and mental health; 

(b) poverty and hardship; and 

(2) options available to lower the cost of food and improve access to affordable, nutritious and 
culturally appropriate food. 

 

RFSA SUBMISSION 

1 The impacts and drivers of, and solutions for, food security in Victoria on 
physical and mental health 
Food security is essential for the good health of every individual in our society. Food insecurity 
reduces the ability to focus on learning and working. A recent study by D Fang et 
al (2021) found that food insecurity is associated with a 257% higher risk of anxiety and a 
253% higher risk of depression. A systematic review of the literature by Arenas et al in (2018) 
showed a significant link between food insecurity and increased risks of depression, anxiety, 
and sleep disorders1.  

Cheap access to highly processed food leads food insecure people to eat a reduced variety and 
less nutritional food. A review by PROOF research group in Canada2 found that adults living in 
food-insecure households are more likely to also experience infectious diseases, poor oral 
health, injury, and chronic conditions, like depression and anxiety disorders, heart disease, 

 
1 Arenas DJ, Thomas A, Wang J, DeLisser HM. A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis of Depression, Anxiety, and 
Sleep Disorders in US Adults with Food Insecurity. Journal of general internal medicine. 2019. doi: 10.1007/s11606-
019-05202-4. [PMC free article] [PubMed] [CrossRef] [Google Scholar] 
2 https://proof.utoronto.ca/food-insecurity/what-are-the-implications-of-food-insecurity-for-health-and-health-care/#1  
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hypertension, arthritis, back problems, and chronic pain.  They are also more likely to be 
diagnosed with multiple chronic conditions and are more likely to die prematurely from all 
causes except cancer. They also concluded that the negative implications for health are 
greatest for those living in severely food-insecure households.  

The impacts for our children are particularly severe. This same PROOF review found that there 
was evidence that experiencing food insecurity at an early age is associated with childhood 
mental health problems, such as hyperactivity and inattention. Exposure to severe food 
insecurity (measured as child hunger) has been linked to increased risk of developing 
depression and suicidal ideation in adolescence and early adulthood.  

The cost of food insecurity to our society is evident, contributing to many chronic conditions 
which impact on our ability to work productively, to care for our children, to learn and to play. 

1.1 Food Insecurity in Regional Victoria 
Local community action has been shown to be very strong, effective and efficient for reducing 
food insecurity. In regional Victoria six communities clustered around Wodonga, Shepparton, 
Bendigo, Mildura, Warrnambool and Geelong have developed Food Hubs that are community 
owned, and community, Local and State Government supported, with 18.7 staff and 840 
active volunteers. In response to community need, these Hubs:  

• source and distribute food to people in need both directly and through charities and 
schools;  

• are primary responders during disasters;  
• undertake preventative health work through the development of education, cooking and 

growing programs;  
• divert healthy food from being wasted; and 
• have come together in the last two years as the Regional Food Security Alliance (RFSA3) to 

more effectively and efficiently reduce food poverty.  

 

In regional Victoria, our experience is that teachers are very concerned that children who are 
not eating well have more difficulty at school. In response to teachers telling us that they were 
personally buying food for children in need, our regional food hubs have over the last 10 years 
or so, developed programs to provide food to 113 schools and kinders across regional Victoria. 
Our regional hubs develop close relationships with the educational settings and encourage 

 
3 Regional Food Security Alliance (RFSA)  www.regionalfoodsecurity.org.au 
 

Specialised food warehouses at the 
regional Food Hubs are essential for food 
safety and volunteer work. 
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The change levers need to be identified based on the agreed principles and these then need to 
be supported. The New Zealand Public Health Committee recently released a report into 
rebalancing their food systems8. The principles they espouse resonate strongly here in 
Australia. These are:  

• Local - by locals for locals, strengthening community resilience.  

• Affordable - everyone can afford nutritious food.  

• Connected - people are connected to each other, their food, and environment via food.  

• Healthy - healthy food environments lead to healthy people.  

• Regenerative - nutritious for people, protects and supports te taiao. 

• Resilient - can withstand and recover swiftly after crises.  

Developing something similar for Victoria would seem a good start in order to underpin both 
policy and implementation. 

Policy needs to be collaboratively developed and implemented centrally and across all levels 
and arms of government with a focus on most cost effective and preferably evidence-based 
strategies to improve our food security. However, implementation needs to be local so that 
fresh, healthy and nutritious food is gathered, sold and shared in each community, with food 
not produced locally, travelling the minimal food miles to reach those communities at the 
most affordable prices. Australia is a continent of diverse agricultural conditions and large 
distances, so local conditions need to always be considered for the best food system 
development. Local councils do and must play a strong role in this. Their role in our changing 
environment needs to be better described and to be principle based as well. 

The priority needs to be on the health of our people. The food needs to be healthy, available 
and affordable and culturally appropriate where they live, work and go to school. Australia 
currently produces more than sufficient food, but much goes to waste, increasing the price of 
the remaining food for individuals. More and more of the food available is highly processed, 
and covers many food miles, reducing its nutritional value. If profit is the only driver, the health 
of our people will continue to suffer. However, with a strong policy framework and with 
monitoring systems in place to measure our impact, we can develop resilient food security in 
Victoria.  

Recommendation 6. That a policy framework and principles for food system development into 
and equitable, sustainable and values based framework be developed and given to the 
appropriate Statutory Authority to implement. 

2.2 Values Based, Locally Owned Food Systems 
We need all players in the food system, from producers to retailers to consumers, to engage in 
the solution. To make significant changes, partnerships are essential so that we can develop 
the programs and implement them for long term, more stable food security, in the face of our 
changing climate and changes in the financial security of our population. 

 
8 New Zealand Public Health Advisory Committee. Rebalancing our food system. May 2024 
https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/documents/publications/rebalancing-our-food-system-may2024.pdf 
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networks, the growth of community resilience and the sustainability of the gardens is 
stronger13,14,15 . 

• investment in local communities is easily leveraged as was found with the 7:1 leveraging 
from initial grant funding I the Sustainable Food Cities work in the UK.16 

3.3 Provide funds to local communities to fill in the gaps and build on local needs and 
skills 

• Each regional area has a different climate and different manufacturing base and thus 
varies in the food it produces. Eg dry land farming and chickens are produced around 
Bendigo and fruit and dairy are found more in the Shepparton area. There needs to be 
support for logistics to move food to ensure that peoples’ needs are met in the most 
efficient manner. Collaboration and shared logistics are needed for the food relief system 
to be more effective. A good example of how well this works is shown by the work 
undertaken by the RFSA with SecondBite and OzHarvest during the recent Victorian 
floods. All three groups were able to effectively coordinate the logistics required to move 
the food to the regions based on their need and real time capacity to accept the food. 
The RFSA works on a ‘Pull’ system where food available is notified to each region and 
they order the amount they need and can manage, The RFSA coordinates pickup and 
delivery at cost price with one of their partner logistic companies, and each Food Hub 
pays for the transport for their order. In this way costs are minimised.  

• Local partnerships create value to strengthen food systems in our communities. This is 
knowledge that we share broadly. For example the Western District Foodshare has 
partnered with the health promotion teams at South West Healthcare & Portland District 
Health to design recipe cards + videos that are being distributed in their emergency food 
hampers across the region - the “Easy Eats” recipe cards & videos support people to 
create quick, easy & nutritious meals17. In Central Victoria, the Bendigo Foodshare Grow 
Cook Share Food Hub has engaged over 2500 young people in schools, cooking and 
growing programs. Working in cafes and growing food on a local farm and in community 
and local gardens teaches food literacy, resilience and knowledge of food systems as 
well as engaging and providing community service to strengthen food systems18. 

• Since commencing operations 2 years ago, the RFSA has coordinated additional 
donations of 295,000 kgs food worth over $3.6M for regional Victorians and has saved 
its members over $167K through bulk purchasing of food during emergencies. 

•  All three statewide food relief providers currently transport food directly to the regions in 
different trucks. Current charity freight funding for chilled food transport to regional 

 
13 Flourish Loddon Campaspe Regional Food Systems framework. 
https://www.healthyloddoncampaspe.au/sites/default/files/2024-
06/Flourish%20Regional%20Food%20System%20Framework digital 0.pdf 
14 North East Local Food Strategy  https://gatewayhealth.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2021/08/NE Local Food Strategy 2018 2022.pdf 
15 Goulburn Valley Food Strategic Strategy  (under development) 
16 Sustainable Food Cities Phase 2 Evaluation report May 2019 https://www.foodmatters.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/08/HillsandJonesSFCreport2.pdf accessed 6/6/24 
17 Western District Foodshare recipe cards project 2024 
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=479428927940385&set=a.250773194139294 
18 Bendigo Foodshare Grow Cook Share Food Hub https://bendigofoodshare.org.au/growcooksharefoodhub/ 
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Victoria is only available to one of these providers. This is an historic anomaly and highly 
cost ineffective. Providing the funding directly to each regional Food Hub so that they 
could coordinate food transport from metropolitan or other regional services would be a 
quick way to improve the systems efficiency.  

• There is a role for the Victorian State Government in advocating for tax concessions by 
the Federal Government for companies backloading or moving food for food relief. This 
would reduce the cost and allow local communities to request the food they need when 
they need it. 

Recommendation 10. That financial support be given to local community owned programs 
strengthening values driven food chains. 

3.4 Put a financial levy on more carbon producing foods  
A financial levy on higher carbon producing foods would result in increased prices of those 
foods that could cross subsidise access to healthy, low cost nutritious and less carbon 
producing foods (which are mainly plant based). This would encourage more healthy eating 
as well as improving access to healthy food for those doing it tough. 

3.5 Advocacy for increased base pension for all recipients, adjusted according to CPI 
Whilst pensions are a Federal Government responsibility, there is a role for State 
Government to advocate for liveable levels of income support. 

3.6 Provide recurrent funding for community owned Regional Food Hubs across the 
whole of regional Victoria  
Recurrent rather than annual funding for the six community owned Regional Food Hubs in 
Victoria will provide continuity and sustainability for: 

• people in need with food and other essentials whether they are experiencing financial 
difficulty or natural disasters 19 

• quick, effective and efficient responses to changing local needs20  
• engagement of individuals at risk or food insecure in growing and cooking food, whilst at 

the same time becoming more strongly linked into their local communities 
• input to local and statewide planning for food security and emergency responses 
• strong channels for food systems from growers to food insecure community members 

who are often the most vulnerable groups in our community 
• because they are local and community owned, Regional Food Hubs are already linked 

with local government and non-government agencies and businesses and can be 
responsive when immediate needs change or develop long term responses to address 

 
19 Albury Wodonga Regional FoodShare was thanked by the community for its response to the fires in 2020 
https://www.bordermail.com.au/story/6564381/residents-quick-to-support-albury-wodonga-food-shares-fire-
efforts/ 
20 Shepparton Foodshare responds on the day the community needed it, as waters rose. 
https://www.facebook.com/story.php/?story fbid=5509104782542617&id=100024874609167&paipv=0
&eav=AfZFHYbErK4TSW0PFsdGwNaaEfxmCu3dB4io0rzF5qhexnzqq1ArFVyIhCjtVuTYQxk&_rdr 
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3.7 Sustaining the Regional Food Security Alliance and its ecosystem:  
The Regional Food Security Alliance (RFSA) plays an important role to strengthen food 
security across regional Victoria. Over the last 2 years, non-recurrent annual funding has 
enabled the RFSA to: 

• develop partnerships with large food relief providers, logistics providers, food wholesalers 
• leverage the Vic Gov funding, securing an additional $242K in philanthropic funding to 

support the employment of Trainees and to develop shared policy qnd information 
resources across the member Hubs 

• facilitate collaboration and cooperation for an effective and efficient food security 
network.  

• support knowledge sharing and co-learning of successes and failures in food security and 
food systems development. 

• increase large scale sourcing and aggregation of procured and rescued food. From 2022-
24, the RFSA sourced and redistributed over 295,000 kilograms of additional food 
donations.  

The impact of the collective of RFSA and the regional Hubs is shown in the 2022-23 Impact 
report below. 

 

A recurrent investment in RFSA will provide an optimum return on investment for the 
government with access to affordable, nutritious and culturally appropriate food at no cost for 
regional Victorians unable to access affordable, healthy food.  
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4 Summary 
Food insecurity is increasing due to developing issues such as climate change, and a profit focus at 
the expense of humans and the planet. A whole of food systems approach with a focus on 
principles of sustainability, connection to food and equity of access, is needed to ensure 
sustainable food security for all. There should be a responsible Minister to drive this systems 
approach to policy, a Statutory Authority with a dedicated budget to coordinate and support 
programs and measurement, and localised community owned implementation to connect local 
people to healthy local food, protect our supply chains and ensure access and equity for all. The 
Regional Food Security Alliance and the Regional Food Hubs are vital elements of this essential 
program, and are key opportunities for Victoria. 

 

 

Cathie Steele, 

Chair of the Board, 

Regional Food Security Alliance 

 

 

 




