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OPPORTUNITIES FOR ACTION

Local governments lack clear, accessible evidence on which policies and actions most
effectively improve local food environments.

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?

Effectiveness of local
government policies and actions
to improve the healthiness of
food environments

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Source: Needham, C. & Bennett, R. (2026) Effectiveness of local government policies and actions to improve the healthiness of food environments. Burwood, Deakin University.
https://doi.org/10.26187/deakin.31696237
Funding: This project has been supported by the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) funded Centre of Research Excellence in Food Retail Environments for
Health: Next Generation (APP2024716). The opinions, analysis, and conclusions in this paper are those of the authors and should not be attributed to the NHMRC.

For more information about this research or on the work of RE-FRESH: Next Generation, contact re-fresh@deakin.edu.au. Share your feedback on this guide here. 

Practice Guide 2

WHAT CAN LOCAL GOVERNMENTS AND THEIR PARTNERS DO?

WHAT DOES THE EVIDENCE SHOW?

Learn how a Victorian local government developed an innovative strategy for a sustainable, just and vibrant
local food system – read the Merri-bek City Council Food Systems case study.

CASE STUDY | How Merri‑bek reimagined its food system

Local governments can improve food environments by:
Limiting unhealthy food access,
Supporting nutrition programs,
Promoting healthy diets,
Improving water access,
Partnering with organisations, and
Providing incentives for retailers.

Approaches, such as sugar-sweetened
beverage taxes and education-only
initiatives, have shown mixed or limited
effectiveness.
When implemented together and
supported by governance and resources,
these actions can create conditions that
support and sustain healthier food choices.

Use policy, planning and organisational levers to
reduce access to less healthy foods (e.g., applying
planning controls). 

Monitor progress using feasible, practice-relevant
measures, including changes in food availability
or compliance with local government policies.

Partner with health agencies (e.g., Healthy Eating
Advisory Service) for tailored and ongoing
support.

Implement community-wide, multi-setting
approaches to maximise reach and impact.

Improve access to healthy foods for communities
experiencing disadvantage (e.g., food provision
programs or improved retail access).

Co-design local healthy food initiatives through
partnerships with communities, retailers, and
local organisations to ensure relevance and
acceptability.
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Practice question:
Which local government policies and actions are most effective for improving the healthiness of
built food environments?  

Recommendations and practice learnings

Use multiple indicators to evaluate food environment polices instead of relying on a 
single outcome

For example, you could assess changes in food availability, purchasing patterns, and changes in
consumption when implementing healthy food policies at local government-owned sport and recreation
facilities, as in City of Melbourne’s ‘No Red’ trial. 

Local governments and their partners

Design and implement food environment activities using community-based, participatory
approaches, ensuring that they are adequately resourced and multicomponent

For example, involve residents, retailers, and community organisations in codesigning healthy food
activities like Hepburn’s co-designed food hub, using VicHealth’s ‘Kids co-designing healthy places tool kit
and case studies.

Advocate for the strengthening of governance mechanisms that enable local governments
greater power to regulate the proliferation of unhealthy food retail

Particularly around schools, areas of disadvantage, and areas with high prevalence of obesity. 

Recent amendments to Victoria’s planning system have introduced explicit consideration of health and
wellbeing within planning decision-making, potentially creating new opportunities for local governments to
address unhealthy food environments through land-use planning. 

For example, apply planning controls to limit new fast food outlets within designated areas, drawing on
approaches from the UK and Western Australia’s ‘We don’t need another Maccas’ movement. 

https://foodenvironmentdashboard.com.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/203/2021/06/VH-Water-in-Sport-Toolkit.pdf
https://foodenvironmentdashboard.com.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/203/2021/06/VH-Water-in-Sport-Toolkit.pdf
http://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/City-of-Melbourne-sports-and-recreation-centre-healthy-food-retail-case-study.pdf
https://about.openfoodnetwork.org.au/project/hepburn-co-designing-a-food-hub/
https://kidscodesigninghealthyplaces.com.au/local-council-staff/co-design-in-action#:~:text=The%20animation%20concludes%20by%20asking,kids%20co%2Ddesigning%20healthy%20places
https://kidscodesigninghealthyplaces.com.au/local-council-staff/co-design-in-action#:~:text=The%20animation%20concludes%20by%20asking,kids%20co%2Ddesigning%20healthy%20places
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/news/health/healthy-food/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/healthy-weight-environments-using-the-planning-system
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/healthy-weight-environments-using-the-planning-system
https://cancerwa.asn.au/assets/public/2024/09/Advocacy-Report-Fast-Food-Outlets-We-dont-need-another-Maccas.pdf
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Prioritise policy and regulatory approaches over voluntary or partnership-based
activities, where feasible

For example, YMCA Victoria has championed mandating healthy drink standards at local government-
owned venues rather than relying on voluntary commitments from individual retailers. 

Advocate for higher-level policy action to support local efforts
Recognising that some activities are more effective when implemented at scale, the Food for Health
Alliance supports Australian food policy action. Toronto Food Policy Council advocated for national or
state-level salt or fat taxes, while aligning local policies to reinforce these measures. 

Establish enabling conditions for voluntary initiatives
Including explicit expectations, targeted support, clear incentives, and strong partnerships between
local governments and participating businesses. 

For example, The UK Healthier Catering Commitment and New York City Healthy Bodegas Initiative
provide training and recognition schemes for local food businesses that adopt healthier cooking
practices. 

Case study: Local leadership in action: How Merri‑bek reimagined its food system
Why did they do it? 
The Merri-bek City Council Food System Strategy
2024-2027 recognizes the critical role that food
systems play in our health, wellbeing, and the
sustainability of our environment and emphasises the
need for long-term investment in food system to
capitalise on the achievements of these strategies. 

What did it look like? 
The Merri-bek City Council’s vision is a food system
that it is: 

Sustainable – Supports a healthy environment,
healthy people and a resilient community. 

Just – Makes nutritious and culturally appropriate
food accessible and affordable for everyone. 

Vibrant – Protects and nurtures food culture,
celebrates diversity and builds a sense of
community.

To achieve this the Council has clearly outlined
priorities within 6 strategic focus areas: 1) Food equity
and security, 2) Sustainable local food production, 

 3) Inclusive, connected food cultures, 4) Education
and capacity building, 5) Strong local food economy,
and 6) Food systems advocacy.

Photo: Person holding a cardboard box of groceries
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https://heas.health.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/2016-Food-Service-Retail-Evaluation-Infographic_YMCA.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11414226/
https://www.foodforhealthalliance.org.au/
https://www.foodforhealthalliance.org.au/
https://foodactioncities.org/case-studies/toronto-food-policy-council/
https://alehm.org.uk/services/healthier-catering-commitment/
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/opportunity/pdf/healthy-bodegas-rpt2010.pdf
http://www.merri-bek.vic.gov.au/globalassets/website-merri-bek/areas/my-council/strategies-policies-and-collected-data/policies-and-strategies/food-systems---food-system-strategy-2024-2027-final.pdf
http://www.merri-bek.vic.gov.au/globalassets/website-merri-bek/areas/my-council/strategies-policies-and-collected-data/policies-and-strategies/food-systems---food-system-strategy-2024-2027-final.pdf
http://www.merri-bek.vic.gov.au/globalassets/website-merri-bek/areas/my-council/strategies-policies-and-collected-data/policies-and-strategies/food-systems---food-system-strategy-2024-2027-final.pdf
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Case study: continued
How did they do it? 
The council worked across departments (i.e.,
planning, community services, sustainability and
economic development) and collaborated with
neighbourhood houses, growers, and social services
to develop the strategy.

Evidence on food environments guided priorities,
especially the importance of availability and
affordability. Small grants and partnerships helped
local organisations trial projects. Staff reframed food
as infrastructure, similar to transport or parks, which
helped gain political support and ongoing funding.

What were the outcomes? 
Healthy food became integrated into routine council
decisions rather than a stand-alone project.
Community food initiatives expanded, partnerships
strengthened, and food access was considered in
planning processes. The approach has since informed
future public health planning and can be used as a
model for other councils demonstrating how research
on food environments can translate into everyday
practice.

Background

A growing body of evidence demonstrates the potential impact of local government-level action to improve the
healthiness of food environments. This includes: mandating calorie displays at school cafeterias in the United
States (US) , recognising and incentivising small food service businesses for providing healthier options in the
United Kingdom (UK) , and introducing healthy food and drink policies within Australian  local government-
owned sports and recreation centres . Despite this potential, there is limited evidence describing which local
government policies and actions are most effective at improving food environments. Establishing an evidence-
based identifying effective interventions is critical to maximise positive impacts on public health, ensure
efficient use of resources and avoid unintended negative consequences. 

(1)

(2)

(3)

What does the evidence show?

Overall, the evidence shows that  local governments can influence food environments through a mix of
regulation, programs, and partnerships. The most effective interventions generally targeted food availability,
food provision within public setting, or supported local businesses and organisations to offer healthier food
choices. 

Reducing access to less healthy food and beverages: Regulatory and policy-based approaches were the
most consistently effective activities. These included using urban planning powers to limit access to less healthy
foods and beverages  as well as policies restricting the availability of sugar sweetened beverages  and less
healthy food  in schools. 

(4-7) (8)

(9)

Providing supportive meal services and nutrition assistance programs: Food provision and nutrition
support initiatives were effective when delivered through community services. Examples included meal services
and nutrition assistance programs delivering healthy food through food pantries  and programs supporting
older adults . 

(10)

(11)

Promoting healthy diets through educating key stakeholders: Education and capacity building activities
were effective when delivered as part of broader community or systems-oriented approaches. These included
whole-of-systems community interventions , community-based obesity prevention and lifestyle programs

 family day care interventions , primary school sustainable food programs , workplace computer-tailored
interventions , healthy food and physical activity awards programs , and university-based organic vegetable
gardening initiatives .

(12-14) (15-

16) (17) (18)

(19) (20)

(21)

Promoting healthy diets through community food access: Effective strategies included public–private
partnerships to increase fruit and vegetable sales , health promotion initiatives delivered through(22)
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independent supermarkets , participatory food policy-making processes , programs supporting local store
owners to identify, stock, and promote healthier foods , healthy vending policies  and a food growing
program in schools . 

(23) (24)

(25) (26)

(27)

Supporting access to safe drinking water: One study in a remote Indigenous community found that
improving access to safe drinking water supported healthier food and drink choices .(28)

Partnering with organisations and institutions: Embedding healthy food policies within everyday settings
was effective including in childcare centres , local government workplaces and facilities , sport and
recreation facilities , hospitals , and other local government–controlled environments . 

(29) (30)

(31) (32) (33)

Providing incentives to encourage healthier food: Incentive-based approaches showed promise, particularly
when supporting food service providers. Examples included takeaway cooking masterclasses , voluntary
healthier catering commitments , financial support for local fresh food retailers , salt reduction programs ,
and activities encouraging healthier cooking practices in fast food outlets .

(34)

(35) (36) (37)

(38,39)

Gaps and unanswered questions

Gaps remain regarding how local governments can address policy inertia driven by commercial interests, social
norms, and limited political demand. Further research could identify complementary actions, resources, and
supports enabling healthier practices among food retailers while also clarify the appropriate level of
government for implementing higher-order policies (e.g., sugar taxes).

Where does the evidence come from?

We conducted a systematic scoping review of published studies and grey literature to examine the
effectiveness of local government policies and actions to improve food environments. Eligible studies reported
on the effectiveness of local government-led policy, action, or intervention aimed at improving the healthiness
of the physical food environment. Both voluntary and mandatory approaches were included, provided they had
defined goals and an implementation plan. Studies based on hypothetical scenarios or simulations were
excluded. Findings from 57 studies were synthesised and mapped to a logic model informed by Blake et al. ,
covering nutrition, business, process, implementation, and food supply outcomes.

(40)

Dr Cindy Needham transitioned into academia from local government with extensive experience in public health policy and
planning and is currently a Post Doctoral Research Fellow at Deakin University. Her work focuses on the food retail environment
and how access and availability to food retail can influence health. Dr Needham’s work emphasises knowledge translation including
providing evidence that can support the development of policy and legislation to support healthier, equitable and sustainable food
retail environments. Dr Needham is an expert in applying systems thinking techniques to understand complex problems and
identify leverage points for change to improve population health. https://experts.deakin.edu.au/59476-bettina-backman 

About the authors

Cindy Needham and Rebecca Bennett are researchers with the
NHMRC-funded Centre of Research Excellence in Food Retail
Environments for Health: Next Generation (RE-FRESH Next
Generation) (APP2024716). Cindy Needham is supported by a
Deakin University Post Doctoral Fellowship. The opinions,
analysis, and conclusions in this paper are those of the authors
and should not be attributed to the NHMRC. 

Funding: Citation: Needham, C. & Bennett, R. (2026) Effectiveness
of local government policies and actions to improve the
healthiness of food environments. Burwood, Deakin
University.  https://doi.org/10.26187/deakin.31696237

Dr Rebecca Bennett is a public health researcher whose work examines food environments, food policy, and the commercial
determinants of health, with a particular focus on the rapidly evolving digital food environment. Her research explores how online
food retail platforms (such as delivery apps, meal kits, and online grocery services) shape food access, consumption, and how
corporate strategies and regulatory gaps influence dietary choices. Using mixed methods approaches, she aims to generate
evidence that informs policy and practice to support healthier and more equitable food environments.
https://experts.deakin.edu.au/43630-rebecca-bennett 

https://experts.deakin.edu.au/41601-cindy-needham
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Feedback Survey

This guide was developed by Cindy Needham and Rebecca
Bennett. End-user reviewers provided expert guidance to
the initiative. 

While Deakin University and the authors have taken
reasonable precautions to verify the information contained
in the report, it gives no warranties and makes no
representations regarding its accuracy or completeness.
Deakin University and the authors exclude, to the
maximum extent permitted by law, any liability arising from
the use of or reliance on the information contained in this
report. Retailers should make their own assessment of the
information presented and seek further guidance as
needed prior to making any business decisions.
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