
Cancer Council Australia submission on National Food Plan September 2011 1 

 

 
 
 

Submission from Cancer Council Australia 
 

Issues paper to inform the development of a National Food Plan 
 

1. About Cancer Council Australia 

 
Cancer Council Australia is Australia’s peak national non-government cancer control 
organisation. Its members are the eight state and territory cancer organisations 
working together to undertake and fund cancer research, prevent and control cancer 
and provide information and support for people affected by cancer. 
 
Cancer Council Australia’s goal is to lead the development and promotion of national 
cancer control policy in Australia, in order to prevent cancer and reduce the illness, 
disability and death caused by cancer. 
 
Cancer Council welcomes the opportunity to provide comment on the issues paper to 
inform the development of a National Food Plan. Our organisation supports the 
development of a National Food Plan because of the clear link between healthy 
eating, nutrition, body weight and some cancers. We believe that a National Food 
Plan that brings together all elements of the food system is vital to ensure the health 
of the Australian population as well as a dynamic and competitive food industry, 
while limiting the negative effects of food production, processing and consumption on 
the environment.  
 
This submission will begin with some general comments on the discussion paper, 
including some limitations of the current issues paper. We will then provide detailed 
comments on some key questions that are most relevant to the work of the Cancer 
Council Australia before making a number of recommendations regarding the next 
steps in the development of a National Food Plan. 
 
 
2. Food, nutrition and cancer 
 
Cancer is a major cause of death and illness in Australia. In 2007, the World Cancer 
Research Fund (WCRF) found that the evidence that body weight and physical 
inactivity increased cancer risk was particularly strong.1 The World Health 
Organization (WHO) has confirmed that poor diet and lack of physical activity are 
second only to tobacco as theoretically preventable causes of cancer.2 
 
There is convincing evidence that overweight and obesity are risk factors for cancers 
of the bowel, kidney, pancreas, oesophagus, endometrium and breast (in 
postmenopausal women).1 There is also a strengthening body of evidence about the 
association between specific foods and food groups and cancer risk.1 Fruit and 
vegetables play an important role in weight management but recent studies also 
suggest that fruit and vegetables are protective against oral, laryngeal, oesophageal, 
colorectal and lung cancers.1  
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Evidence is now building for the importance of wholegrain foods in cancer prevention 
as dietary fibre in wholegrains and fruits and vegetables probably decreases the risk 
of bowel cancer.1 
 
To reduce cancer risk, Cancer Council recommends Australians maintain a healthy 
weight and consume a diet consistent with the Australian Guide to Healthy Eating.3 
This means choosing a wide variety of fruits and vegetables, wholegrain breads and 
cereal products, lean meat and dairy products and their alternatives, and limiting 
intake of foods and drinks high in saturated fats, added sugars and salt.  
 
Cancer Council recommends a National Food Plan that supports Australians to 
consume a diet consistent with these guidelines.  
 
 
3. General comments on the issues paper 
 
Cancer Council recognises that the issues paper is an important first step in 
developing a National Food Plan for Australia. We are pleased that the paper 
highlights the important role that food plays in the health of Australians and therefore 
that this must be a key objective of a National Food Plan. 
 
The paper attempts to take into consideration the full range of issues that must be 
addressed in an effective National Food Plan. This includes health, social equity, 
food security, environmental sustainability as well as the sustainability of the food 
industry, trade, innovation, research and development, and employment. The paper 
also attempts to take a food supply chain approach looking at all aspects of the 
supply chain including primary production, manufacture and consumption. 
 
However, Cancer Council believes the paper, and the approach taken, has a number 
of limitations that must be addressed in subsequent stages in the development of a 
National Food Plan. 
 
a. Food is presented as a commodity that is produced, manufactured, traded, 

imported and exported by an industry that provides a source of income and 
employment. The paper fails to fully explore the impact of the food supply and 
Australia’s food system on the health and wellbeing of the nation, prioritising 
instead the ‘health’ of Australia’s food industry. 

 
b. The focus of an effective National Food Plan should not just be on creating more 

food, but creating better quality more nutritious foods that support healthy eating 
strategies in an attempt to reduce Australia’s rates of overweight and obesity, and 
related chronic diseases like cardiovascular disease, Type 2 diabetes and some 
cancers.  

 
c. The development of a National Food Plan presents an enormous opportunity to 

reconfigure Australia’s food system to meet the health needs of the Australian 
population, while maintaining a competitive and dynamic food industry. This 
would mean focusing investment in producing foods that are consistent with 
recommended eating patterns outlined in the Australian Guide to Healthy Eating3 
and the Dietary Guidelines for Australians4 ensuring sufficient production of a 
wide variety of fruits, vegetables, wholegrain foods, legumes, lean meats and 
dairy products in a safe, affordable and environmentally sustainable way. This 
would mean a shift away from manufacturing and importing highly processed 
‘energy dense, nutrient poor’ foods or value-added ‘healthy’ products such as 
nutriceuticals and functional foods that are too expensive for many Australians. 
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d. The issues paper fails to fully appreciate the economic imperative to realign 

Australia’s food system to provide a healthier and more sustainable food supply. 
In 2008, the cost of overweight and obesity to Australian society was estimated to 
be $58 million.5 When the costs of productivity losses attributed to obesity were 
considered, the true cost of obesity to society escalated to a massive $3.6 
billion.5 When considering the costs associated with Australia’s food system, the 
costs associated with overweight and obesity and other diet related chronic 
disease and the subsequent financial burden this places on the health system 
and the economy in general must be considered. 

 
e. While the issues paper recognises health, food security and the environment to a 

limited extent, the focus is very much on the sustainability of Australia’s food 
industry rather than Australia’s food supply. To continue in this direction might 
lead to the creation of an effective food industry plan but it would not address the 
lack of an overarching national framework that connects all the key pillars of 
Australia’s food system.  

 
f. The issues paper suggests that there has already been cross-portfolio 

collaboration. However, with respect to the health portfolio, it is not clear how a 
National Food Plan would connect all strategies, policies and regulations related 
to nutrition and health, such as the National Health and Medical Research 
Council’s Dietary Guidelines for Australians,4 Taking Preventive Action: a 
response to Australia the Healthiest Nation by 2020;6 and the work of the new 
Australian National Preventive Health Agency and Food Standards Australia New 
Zealand. 

 
g. The paper discourages submissions addressing issues that would be covered by 

the government’s response to the Labelling Logic report7 that outlines a suite of 
recommendations from the recent review of Australia’s food labelling laws and 
policy. To exclude any consideration of these issues – including the role of food 
labelling in supporting public health strategies by guiding consumers towards 
healthier choices – illustrates a continuation of the siloed mentality towards food 
and health in Australia. These issues must be addressed in a National Food Plan. 

 
h. As noted above, the issues paper correctly takes a supply chain approach to the 

discussion of issues that should be addressed and incorporated into a National 
Food Plan. Cancer Council sees one significant area that was underdeveloped – 
the role of food retail and marketing. This is a key step in the supply chain and it 
represents the intersection of the food industry with Australian consumers. The 
paper identifies how consumer demand influences the direction of the food 
industry, however it did not acknowledge the important reality that through 
product innovation, marketing, advertising and labeling, the food industry 
influences consumer preferences and demand – sometimes creating new product 
categories that consumers didn’t even know they needed. The area of ‘healthy’ 
food innovations is one example. Manufacturers saw a market in adding vitamins 
and minerals to so-called ‘nutrient waters’, marketing them in a way that suggests 
these drinks as a viable source of vitamins and minerals.  
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4. Specific issues and consultation questions 
 
Questions 1: What is the most important thing you think a national food plan 
should try to achieve? 
 
Cancer Council believes that a National Food Plan should achieve an overarching 
framework for Australia’s food system that is comprehensive, decisive and truly 
integrated.  It should recognise the important and diverse role that food plays in the 
lives of Australians including providing the population with a safe, nutritious and 
affordable food supply. 
 
The National Food Plan should represent a shared vision across all levels and 
portfolios of government, as well as different sectors such as health professionals, 
consumers, food manufacturers, the farming community, labor groups, and joins up 
all facets of the supply chain including production, processing, manufacturing, 
packaging, transport, retail, marketing, consumption and waste management.  
 
The plan should recognise that food is more than just a commodity to be traded, and 
that because of the important role of Australia’s food supply in achieving and 
maintaining good health and nutrition, the plan should identify how the government 
can intervene to avoid market failure rather than simply allowing the market to drive 
supply and demand. For example, Australia’s rates of overweight and obesity 
indicate that the food industry market forces alone will not be sufficient to deliver a 
food supply that meets the health and nutrition needs of the Australian population if 
there is increasing focus on producing and importing highly processed foods that are 
energy dense and nutrient poor. 
 
Cancer Council, in collaboration with other public health groups, has identified a 
number of principles that must underpin a National Food Plan.  The plan should: 
 

• Advance the health and wellbeing of the Australian population 
• Promote practices that support environmental sustainability 
• Address social equity issues that can limit access to healthy foods, 

specifically for those living in lower socio-economic, remote and Aboriginal 
communities. 

• Identify food security, and the availability of high quality, nutritious food as a 
fundamental human right 

• Be informed by evidence, including ongoing monitoring and surveillance, and 
integrated impact assessments that assess the health costs as well as costs 
to business  

• Support productivity and innovation that enhances the health and wellbeing of 
the Australian population 

• Be inclusive of all industry, community and health groups 
• Demonstrate consistent and complementary approaches across different 

policy portfolios. 
 
 
Question 2: What do you think the vision and objectives for a national food 
plan should try to achieve? 
 
In collaboration with other public health organisation, Cancer Council believes that 
the vision for the National Food Plan should be: 
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“A safe, nutritious, affordable, secure and environmentally sustainable food system 
accessible to all Australians for health, wellbeing and prosperity now and into the 
future”. 
 
The objectives of the National Food Plan should include the following: 

• All Australian consumers understand, choose and consume a high quality diet 
comprised of safe, nutritious, affordable and environmentally sustainable food 
from a prosperous food system  

• Preventing diet-related disease such as overweight and obesity, type 2 
diabetes, cardiovascular disease and cancers, through the provision and 
promotion of healthy choices 

• Limiting the social and economic burden associated with poor food choices, 
specifically for those living in lower socio-economic, remote and Aboriginal 
communities. 

• Delivering a food system – from production and manufacture through to trade 
and consumption – that is environmentally sustainable and a world leader in 
carbon emissions efficiency 

• Australians experience food security at a domestic, national and global level  
• Harnessing all sciences to address the nature of food production 
• All Australians have access to safe, nutritious, affordable and sustainable 

food regardless of income, education, ethnicity or geography and other social 
factors that may act as a barrier to consuming a healthy diet. 

 
 
Questions 4: What does food security mean to you? How would this be 
achieved? How would we know if/when we are food secure? 
 
Cancer Council, in partnership with the Heart Foundation and the Sydney University 
Physical Activity Nutrition Obesity Research Group has prepared an extensive 
discussion paper on food security titled Food Security: The what, who, why, where to 
of food security in NSW.8 A copy of this discussion paper accompanies this 
submission.  
 
Cancer Council supports the Rome Declaration definition of food security as it has 
been formally endorsed at a global level and reflects Cancer Council’s view of food 
security as a multi-dimensional concept. The declaration states that: 
 
“Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic 
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food 
preferences for an active and healthy life.”9 
 
The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) describes the four main dimensions of 
food security as: 

1. Physical availability of food  
2. Economic and physical access to food 
3. Food utilisation 
4. Stability of the other three dimensions10 

 
As outlined in Cancer Council’s Food Security discussion paper:  
 
‘Food Availability’ refers to the physical presence of sufficient choice and quantity of 
nutritious foods to meet consumer needs at competitive prices. This is influenced by 
factors such as location and accessibility of retailers and food outlets, the availability 
of food within those outlets, as well as the price, quality, variety and promotion of 
food.11 
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‘Food Access’ is the ability of consumers to acquire food that is safe, affordable, 
competitively priced, culturally acceptable and nutritious by using physical or financial 
resources. Access depends on an individual’s financial resources and total 
household expenditure, physical mobility and the distance and availability of 
transport to food stores, as well as food preferences.11 
 
‘Utilisation’ refers to how people use food once they have accessed it. Utilisation 
involves preparation, cooking and storage facilities, as well as food handling and 
food safety. Utilisation is influenced by food preferences, eating habits, sociocultural 
factors, nutritional knowledge and the time available to prepare healthy food.11 
 
The current issues paper, like many programs designed to address food insecurity 
appears to focus on only one of these four elements, in this case food availability.  
Another significant oversight of the current issues paper is that it fails to appreciate 
that food security (or food insecurity) can be experienced at a national, community, 
household or individual level. So while at a national level, Australia might strive to 
deliver a food supply that provides a sufficient quantity of safe, nutritious, high quality 
food, some Australians may experience food insecurity because of financial 
difficulties or geographic isolation that inhibits their access to these nutritious and 
high-quality foods. 
 
Food insecurity does not just relate to an inadequate quantity of food but also the 
oversupply of foods that undermine health and nutrition – for example highly 
processed energy dense, nutrient poor foods. Australian studies have shown that 
healthier foods such as fruits and vegetables are comparatively more expensive than 
highly processed or pre-prepared foods such as fast food and snack foods.12 13 14 

 
In 2004-2005, 24% of Indigenous Australians aged 15 years and over reported they 
ran out of food in the previous 12 months, while only 5% of non-Indigenous 
Australians reported that they had run out of food in the previous 12 months.15 
Numerous Australian studies have demonstrated that the cost of a healthy food 
basket is significantly higher in remote areas compared to capital cities.14;16-18 The 
availability and variety of healthy items is also more limited in remote locations and 
lower socioeconomic areas.14;16-18  
 
 
Question 5: What are the most important benefits that Australian consumers 
get or should get from our food supply? 
 
There are a number of important benefits that Cancer Council believes Australian 
consumers should get from our food supply. These are addressed in our responses 
to questions 1 and 2 that relate the principles, visions and objectives of the National 
Food Plan. They include: 
 

• A safe food supply that is free from contaminants and food-borne illness 
• A food system that meets Australians’ nutritional requirements and is 

responsive to the population’s current and future health needs 
• A diverse and affordable food supply that promotes both enjoyment of food 

and appropriate nutrition for all Australians 
• A competitive, dynamic and innovative food industry that provides safe, 

affordable and nutritious foods that are produced sustainably 
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• A food supply that is produced sustainably to minimize the negative 
environmental and ecological impact of food production, manufacture, 
transport, sale and consumption 

• A regulatory system that instills consumer confidence in the safety and 
integrity of Australia’s food supply. 

 
 
Question 6: What two or three main actions by government and non-
government sector would most benefit food consumers? 
 
There are many actions that governments and non-government organisations can 
take to benefit consumers with respect to food and nutrition.  
 
In the Cancer Council’s view the main actions that governments can take are to: 
 
a. Develop an overarching food and nutrition policy and strategy that links all 

aspects of the food system and brings together all portfolios and stakeholder 
groups to develop a shared vision for the role of food in the lives of Australians 
and Australia. 

b. Invest in a program of regular and ongoing monitoring and surveillance of the 
health and nutrition status of Australians, changes in the food supply and food 
consumption patterns, the true costs of poor food choices and food insecurity. 

c. Invest in food innovations and industries that are consistent with improving and 
promoting healthy food choices, rather than those that will undermine healthy 
choices by favouring the production, sale and import of energy dense, nutrient 
poor foods. 

d. Establishing a framework and targets for food manufacturers to improve the 
nutrition content of the food supply by reformulating processed foods to reduce 
saturated fat, added sugars and salt. 

 
 
The role for non-government organisations such as Cancer Council is to: 
 
a. Provide evidence-based guidance to inform government policy and regulation to 

ensure a safe, affordable, nutritious and sustainable food supply by contributing 
new research or updated advice on available international evidence. 

b. To support the community by providing information and programs that educate 
and empower consumers to make healthy choices. 

 
 
Question 7: What do you see as the major opportunities for Australia’s food 
industry in the coming years or decades? How could this be realized? 
 
In the coming years and decades Australia has a unique opportunity to reconfigure 
the food production and manufacturing system to prioritise the production of healthy 
foods that are produced sustainably. This in turn presents an opportunity for the 
Australian food industry to demonstrate leadership and innovation in the delivery of a 
safe, secure, healthy and affordable food supply that is produced sustainably and is 
accessible to all Australians. 
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Question 13: Have all the possible risks to Australia’s food security been 
identified in this paper? In not, what other risks are you aware of? 
 
The issues paper presents a limited view of food security and appears to be more 
focused on the security of the Australian food industry rather than Australia’s food 
supply.  As outlined in response to question 4, food security ensures all people have 
physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food at all times, and 
applies to the quantity and quality of foods at the national, community, household 
and individual levels.  
 
 
Question 17: Do you see a role for the food industry in supporting population 
health and nutrition outcomes? If so, what do you believe that role is and what 
support might industry need in fulfilling that role? 
 
Cancer Council recognises the important role that the food industry plays in 
delivering foods that support health and nutrition priorities. Because of the health and 
economic burden caused by unhealthy choices, the food industry is not a sector that 
should be driven by market competition alone, with government intervention only 
when the market fails. In fact, the current levels of overweight and obesity and 
chronic disease already demonstrate a failure of the existing food system to meet the 
nutrition and health needs of Australians. 
 
Industry actions to support health and nutrition must be part of a broader framework 
that includes appropriate government regulation of food production, manufacturing, 
sale, labelling, marketing and the nutrition composition of foods. 
 
Roles for food industry include: 

• Delivering safe, nutritious, affordable foods that are sustainably produced 
• Complying with all government legislation and regulation relating to food 
• Labelling and marketing food responsibly and not misleading consumers 

about the healthiness of individual products 
• Investing in research and development that promotes healthy choices 
• Working with government and other stakeholders to improve the nutrition 

content of the foods supply. 
 
A competitive, productive and sustainable Australian food industry is important, but 
this must not be achieved at the expense of the health of the Australian population.  

 

5. Next steps 

Cancer Council believes the following steps should be taken in order to achieve a 
truly comprehensive national food plan that addresses all aspects of the food supply 
and all stages in the food system.  

• Responsibility for the development of a national food plan should become the 
responsibility of the Council of Australian Governments, rather than a single 
Government portfolio, and represent a whole of government approach at the 
national, state and local level. 
 

• A National Nutrition Policy as recommended by the National Preventive 
Health Taskforce and the Food Labelling Review Panel should be developed 
as a matter of urgency. 
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• The recommendations of the National Preventative Health Taskforce and the 
Food Labelling Review, and the actions of the Food and Health Dialogue 
should be incorporated into the National Food Plan 
 

• The National Food Plan should include an overarching framework that draws 
together existing and new food and nutrition related policies such as the 
Dietary Guidelines for Australians and the relevant food labelling and 
production standards of the Australia New Zealand Food Standards Code. 
 

• The plan should be accompanied by a clear implementation strategy that 
includes actions for each portfolio and component of the food system (e.g. for 
health and nutrition as well as sustainability, innovation, food production, 
industry productivity and so on). An implementation strategy would clearly 
establish which governments, portfolios, agencies and organisations have 
responsibility for implementation, as well as performance targets and 
timeframes for delivery. 
 

• Development of the National Food Plan should be accompanied by an 
extensive consultation process that engages all stakeholders including the 
food industry and their representative bodies, governments, health 
professionals and public health organisations, other non-government 
organisations, academics and community organisations. Particular effort 
should be made to engage community members in the discussion about the 
National Food Plan and the public’s expectations of Australia’s food system, 
through more inclusive strategies such as community consultations. 
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