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Working with local governments to create
healthier local retail food environments

Aim: To describe best-practice approaches to engage local governments in healthy food retail
initiatives and summarise the evidence on effective local government interventions to promote
healthy eating in retail food environments.

Research has found that the healthiness of foods available in local areas may be associated with the

health and weight of communities. Evidence also suggests the price, availability and/or promotion of

healthy and less healthy food in retail food environments can vary depending on the socioeconomic

position or remoteness of the area people live in. An all-of-government approach is needed to tackle
complex retail food environments. Local or city governments (often the third tier of government) can

support healthy food retail through influencing:
the local retail environment (the mix and location of food outlet types) and avoidance of both food
swamps (too much unhealthy food available).and food deserts (not enough healthy food available).

the healthiness of the in-store food environment including what foods are available and promoted.

Their ability to influence retail depends on their local powers and responsibilities. For example, local
government may be able to create change through health-promoting planning laws, healthy food policies
within local government-owned facilities, support to local businesses via food safety monitoring and
broader support to the community, including through educational campaigns. With their direct
connection to community, local governments are also in strong position to reduce unjust health inequities
by addressing local-level structural and systemic barriers to health disproportionately experienced by
some groups within their community. Local governments worldwide are increasingly implementing
regulations and interventions to promote health. Two hundred and sixty cities representing 450 million
people have signed the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, an international agreement of city mayors to work
toward 37 recommended food policy actions across six domains, including actions related to public food
procurement and city planning. A national survey of 203 Australian local governments found that 22% had
increased the priority given to promoting healthy food in the previous year (65% stayed the same). The
highest priority was found among Victorian local governments, which have a |egislative requirement to
include in their council plans how to address state government priorities to promote healthy eating. As
well as these opportunities for action, local governments face some barriers to action including: a lack of
engagement and resourcing from council leadership, identifying effective and cost-effective actions to
promote healthy eating, and evaluating and adapting ongoing initiatives to continue to meet community
needs.

Researchers can support local governments to engage in actions to promote healthier retail food
environments through:

« Co-creation approaches that engage local government actors throughout the planning and
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implementation process, which can serve as an instrument of transformation (e.g., European Food Trails).

« Group Model Building using participatory processes to map systems and current actions, and plan and
track new interventions (e.g., Victorian health promotion uses Systems Thinking in Community Knowledge

Exchange (STICKE) software to map and change systems in municipal planning).

« Providing local-level data such as geospatial mapping of retail outlets, measuring and monitoring_of access

to food outlets at a neighbourhood level. (e.g., Australian Food Retail Environment Monitoring Tool for

Greater Melbourne; Food Environment Assessment Tool (FEAT) for England, Scotland and Wales).

« Several modules of the INFORMAS food environment benchmarking network that could be relevant to
local government, including a retail module which proposes a step-wise framework for assessing the
marketing mix [price, product, promotion and placement] of healthy and unhealthy foods and non-
alcoholic beverages within retail outlets, and the ‘Local Food Systems Policy Index (Local Food-EPI+)’ tool

which was developed to benchmark and prioritise local government food policy actions, including those
related to nutrition and environmental sustainability.

« Food policy monitoring, assessment and benchmarking initiatives to guide local governments towards
best-practice policy and target action areas (e.g., South Australia Hub for Healthier Food Environments).

« Monitoring state and federal policy incentives and requirements (e.g., When developing their municipal
public health and wellbeing plans, local governments in Victoria, Australia are required to have regard to

the Victorian state public health and wellbeing plan, which currently prioritises healthy eating_ as a key,
focus area (2019-2023).

Local governments can influence the local food environment in many different ways, including the retail
food environment. Policy actions with preliminary evidence of effectiveness of improving some aspects of
the retail food environment or community outcomes include:

» Whole-of-community interventions working with local community leaders to understand how local
systems work and adjust these to improve health (e.g., In Western Victoria, WHOSTOPS improved
access to water and reduced takeaway food and sugar-sweetened beverage consumption).

« Adopting regulation to support provision of healthy food in local government-owned facilities (e.g.,
VicHealth Water in Sport project promoting water consumption in sporting facilities).

« Enacting planning legislation to promote healthy eating through restricting locations of less healthy
food outlets and holding land for healthier food outlets (e.g., Los Angeles County Fast-Food Ban; Public

Health England guidance for local authorities).

» Award or accreditation schemes that formally recognise food outlets that are promoting healthier

customer purchases, such as through highlighting healthy menu options (e.g., Greater London Healthier

Catering Commitment which recognises retailers that reduce the saturated fat, salt and sugar in foods
sold).
« Restricting advertising of unhealthy foods (e.g., Amsterdam Healthy Weight Programme banned

marketing of unhealthy food products to children at sporting events and train stations).

The lack of consistent measurement, evaluation and reporting of local government retail policies and
initiatives is a barrier to local governments deciding which interventions are likely to work best in their
local communities. Generating more evidence on the effectiveness of local government food retail
interventions is essential to support local government decision making. It is important to consider which
outcomes are likely to be important to local governments for preventive decision making. These may
include the following (with examples of tools that could be used for their measurement):

« Changes to the in-store food environment (e.g., INFORMAS tools).
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« Changes to the community food environment (e.g., geospatial mapping tools).

« Change in purchasing or consumption (e.g., analysis of food outlet sales data).

« Process or implementation outcomes (e.g., measuring community reach, and food outlet adoption of
healthy changes — see examples of implementation outcomes here).

« Differences in the price, availability and promotion of healthy and unhealthy food between local areas
(including different socioeconomic areas) and changes over time (e.g., Food Environment Dashboard).

« Equity impact of interventions (e.g., Equity Impact Assessment).

« Cost and cost-effectiveness of different approaches (Examples are limited: Suggestions from UK local
government employees include measuring non-health outcomes like costs to different actors,
including retailers, and non-health benefits such as educational performance in school interventions).

« Change in population prevalence of nutrition or non-communicable diseases (e.g., Longitudinal
national or state-level health surveys that can be analysed at the local area level).

« Community acceptability of local government retail initiatives (e.g., Use of customer surveys at retail
outlets).

Local governments are important partners in guiding and supporting healthy food
1 retail initiatives in their local communities to improve population diets and reduce
health inequities.

Public health advocates and state and federal governments can support local
governments in promoting healthier retail food environments through policy and
resource support, monitoring and benchmarking activities, co-design of initiatives

2 and advocating for an expansion of local government powers to have a greater
influence on their local retail food environments (e.g. via increased planning and
development powers).

Researchers can assist local governments in deciding which interventions are likely
to work best in their local communities by supporting the monitoring and
benchmarking of retail food environments, community health and food consumption

3 patterns; via evaluations of the implementation, impact and cost-effectiveness of
initiatives and through studying retail food environments in other geographic zones
to learn lessons from areas under-represented in the literature.
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