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The future of food security begins at home: new report

Hidden environmental costs make food production more vulnerable than society has estimated and consumers should prepare for continuing rising food prices, a new report has shown.

Lead author Kirsten Larsen, based at the University of Melbourne, says food production will be increasingly challenged by changing climate, dwindling supplies of cheap oil and declining water and soil resources.
“What has become patently clear is that major innovations – well beyond efficiency improvements in existing food production – are needed, and soon, if we are to have good food to feed all Victorians and to meet export demands.”

The report, Secure and Sustainable Food Systems for Victoria, produced by the Victorian Eco-Innovation Laboratory (VEIL), investigated the relationship between food, resources, health and the environment.

“We have major gaps in knowledge about Victoria’s and Australia’s food systems that we must address,” Ms Larsen said.

Ms Larsen said strategies ranging from precision farming to urban food production provide glimpses of future food systems, but Victoria needed to carefully consider all approaches – old and new – to actively plan for and design sustainable and secure food systems. 

The report is the first to explore vulnerabilities and opportunities in Victoria’s food systems from production to consumption, paddock to plate. 

The report:

· examines how emerging policies – such as emissions trading – will combine with other price pressures to affect food security for many Victorians

· identifies innovative and safe solutions and strategies being developed on farms, in businesses and in communities

· suggests that dietary changes can significantly reduce environmental impact and can, in many cases, also be good for our health

· calls for an immediate transition to food systems that regenerate Victoria’s soil and water resources, can cope with unpredictable and changing climate conditions, and provide affordable food to all Victorians while meeting international need

“There is an urgent need to act. Environmental risks and resource constraints are already undermining our ability to increase food production and are reducing access to healthy and affordable food.” 

For key findings and background please see document attached
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KEY FINDINGS

Summary and full versions of Sustainable Food Systems for Victoria: What do we know? What do we need to know? are available at www.ecoinnovationlab.com/pages/library.php 
1. Food is vital to Victoria’s economy

· Around 20 per cent of the State GDP is food-related, and food keeps more than one in ten Victorians employed, with more than a third working with food in some regions.

· 36 per cent of Victoria’s exports are food commodities and value-added food products. Under recent drought conditions Victoria’s food imports have been increasing.
· The Victorian food system makes a significant contribution to local and global food supplies, providing around 26% of Australia’s total food and fibre exports. 

2. Victoria’s food system can either strain or improve the environment
· 28 per cent of household greenhouse emissions are embodied in food compared to 10% directly from power and transport, and 50% of household water-use is embodied in food compared to 11% used directly on the garden. 
· Victorian food production accounts for more than 60% of land used and almost 80% of harvested water.
· 44 per cent of Victoria’s native plant species and 30 per cent of our native animals are extinct, threatened or vulnerable. 
· There is little hard data on the life-cycle impacts of food in Victoria, but studies elsewhere – even if they suggest ballpark figures for Victoria – are eye opening: the full life-cycle of food and beverages accounts for just under a third of Europe’s total greenhouse emissions, and it is estimated that 25% of emissions from raw material production are associated with packaging. 

· Victorian farms can contribute to water stress, biodiversity reduction and greenhouse emissions, but there are also many systems in use in Victoria that are designed to have a positive and restorative effect on the environment. 

· Adoption of leading practices can enable Victorian farms to underpin local and global food security now, while restoring the environment for the long-term.
3. Food price rises will have a major impact on low and medium-income households unless managed well

· Food prices are increasing rapidly in Victoria as a result of drought, international pressures, climate change impacts and oil price escalation – the world price for crude oil has increased 440% since 2003.

· Even if agriculture is not included at first, an emissions trading scheme will still affect food prices because of the impacts on energy prices (58 per cent of the emissions in a packet of corn chips come from the energy used in manufacture after the farm gate).

· Pricing of emissions will impact most severely on lower income households who already spend 40% of their income on food. Emissions must be reduced and emissions trading will play a vital role in this reduction, but complementary measures must be designed to ensure access to affordable food.
· Information is urgently needed about emissions in the food supply chain for key foods. This information will also be increasingly important for market access and modelling of policy options.
4. Innovation should target key vulnerabilities and ‘win-wins’

· Lowering environmental impacts along the supply chain, regenerating soil and water resources;

· Cutting the food supply’s dependence on oil and other non-renewable inputs – from paddock to plate; and

· Increasing diversity to build resilience to unpredictable and changing conditions eg. climate

5. Changing food consumption habits can make a difference 

· Buying local is not always better environmentally, but for many seasonal foods in Victoria it probably will be.

· The car trip to and from the supermarket can be the biggest part of the total ‘food miles’.

· Environmental impacts can be reduced through organic and other low-input farming systems for many foods. Choose foods with environmental credentials and labelling where available.

· The personal choice to reduce dairy and red meat consumption (from cows and sheep) will reduce the environmental impact of an individual’s diet. The type of meat and how it is produced are important considerations – some livestock can play important roles in mixed farming systems and sustainable grazing can improve degraded environments.

· Cutting food waste, growing fruit and vegetables in the backyard, and composting can make a big difference.

6. There are parallels between healthier and more sustainable diets

· What we eat and how we produce it affects our health – diet-related illness accounts for 17% of the burden of disease.

· A balanced diet with less saturated fat (meat and dairy) and more fruit, vegetables and legumes is generally better for people’s health and the environment.

· Maintaining an ideal weight and cutting down on excess calories means cutting down on food waste. 

· Fast food snacks, sweets and drinks have little nutritional value but account for up to a third of the total energy used in the food supply.

· Packaging or refrigerating food for long periods can lead to nutrient depletion and also means extra fossil fuels and waste. 

· Overseas research suggests that intensified production methods may have contributed to lower nutrient levels in many fruits and vegetables. A study of trace mineral content in fruits and vegetables grown in the UK between 1940 and 1991 found a decline of 12% in some foods to up to 76% in others.




