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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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