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Abstract

According to Foodbank Australia, approximately one in three Australian households experienced food insecurity during 2025, where food insecurity refers to limited or uncertain access to adequate food due to financial or other resource constraints. This level of food insecurity has been evident for several years. Food insecure people frequently suffer from malnutrition, which has wide-ranging effects on different people. Other concerns of food insecurity are diet-related risks such as obesity, diabetes, and heart disease. There are also tertiary health impacts including poorer oral health, bone and joint problems, and mental health disorders, including depression, anxiety and mood disorders. These effects are amplified when present in children, who are approximately 50 per cent more likely to be food insecure than adults.

On 29 November 2023, the Legislative Council of Victoria requested the Legal and Social Issues Committee to review aspects of food insecurity in Victoria. The final report Food Security in Victoria was tabled on 14 November 2024 and included 33 findings and 25 recommendations for the Victorian Government to alleviate food insecurity. The Victorian Government responded to the inquiry on 31 July 2025, outlining which recommendations in the report the Government intended to implement, which needed further research, and which would not be adopted. 

In this paper, four of the recommendations are examined. These recommendations received support in principle from the Victorian Government, but without a commitment to implement, indicating a desire for further information before a final decision was made. The review found that the recommendations were potentially effective from an economic theory perspective. However, the recommendations were often not supported by empirical evidence or directly conflicted with the international evidence on outcomes. The Victorian Government would benefit from further independent research into the recommendations explored in this review to determine feasibility and predicted outcomes. A range of suggested recommendations for further research are proposed.
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Australia is a wealthy nation with a large and productive agricultural sector, so it may seem paradoxical for a country as wealthy as Australia to have a significant number of household’s experience challenges in accessing adequate food. However, according to the Foodbank Hunger Report 2025, approximately one in three Australian households experienced severe or moderate food insecurity during 2025 (Foodbank Australia, 2025). A further 11 per cent of households experienced marginal food insecurity. Looked at another way, only 56 per cent of Australian households were classified as highly food secure, which means they had no problems getting sufficient food. It was noted that the proportion of households classed as food insecure has risen in recent years due to cost-of-living pressures and housing affordability in particular (Foodbank Australia, 2025).

Defining food insecurity 

According to the Food and Agriculture Organisation (Stamoulis and Zezza, 2003; FAO, 2008), food insecurity is defined as ‘individuals or households having limited or uncertain physical, social or economic access to sufficient, safe, nutritious and culturally relevant food.’ 

There are many options for classifying degrees of food insecurity, however the two major categories are:
· Food insecurity with hunger (severe) – people or households are required to reduce the quantity of food consumed, leading to hunger.
· Food insecurity without hunger (moderate) – people or households are required to reduce the quality of food consumed, leading to potential malnutrition.

Severe food insecurity is more recognised in the public media than moderate food insecurity. However, while risk to lives is higher for those experiencing severe food insecurity, reduced quality of food and the effects of malnutrition from moderate food insecurity have long-lasting effects, especially when affecting children due to the lifelong impacts it causes (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2019).

In addition to differences in qualitative definitions, food insecurity is challenging to quantify. A systematic review of food insecurity rates in Australia recorded rates ranging from 2 per cent to 90 per cent depending on the measurement tool used (McKay, Haines & Dunn, 2019). Foodbank Australia, Australia’s largest food relief charity, reported food insecurity affected approximately 34 per cent of Australian households in 2024 and 33 per cent of households in 2025 (Foodbank Hunger Report, 2024; Foodbank Hunger Report, 2025). 

Effects of food insecurity

Food insecure people frequently suffer from malnutrition, which has wide-ranging effects on different individuals. Primary concerns of food insecurity are diet-related risks such as obesity, diabetes, and heart disease. There are also tertiary health impacts including poorer oral health, bone and joint problems, and mental health disorders, including depression, anxiety and mood disorders (Fry et al., 2024). All of this leads to increased mortality, with food insecure adults dying an average of 9 years prematurely (Men et al., 2020). 

These effects are amplified when present in children, who are approximately 50 per cent more likely to be food insecure than adults (Foodbank Australia, 2018). In addition to the effects listed above, children are more likely to experience long-term issues with obesity due to consumption of energy-dense foods and a disproportionately high intake of carbohydrates and low intake of protein (Gill et al., 2009). Malnourishment in childhood is linked to negative impacts on long term social and emotional wellbeing, and academic achievement, increasing the likelihood of further food insecurity issues entering adulthood (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2019).

Food insecurity also has a cyclical nature, due to the increased costs of living for those suffering from its effects. These individuals are more likely to require mental health support, incur increased health care costs and require more visits to hospitals and emergency (Men et al., 2020). Additionally, the effects often lead to reduced employment prospects and lower incomes. These additional costs and reduced incomes increase the likelihood that people that are food insecure will remain that way long-term.

Economic impacts of food insecurity

The overall social cost of food insecurity in Australia is an area that little is known about and would benefit from further study, however there are some specific outcomes that can be analysed, and global research that can be drawn from.

In addition to the individual impacts, food insecurity has downstream impacts throughout the economy. Malnutrition leads directly to increased costs to governments, primarily through medical treatment. Malnutrition also reduces education outcomes, and impacts productivity of affected people. 

The costs to Victoria’s healthcare system due to malnutrition are difficult to determine, however there are some studies that can be drawn upon. Rowell and Jackson (2011) found that under-nutrition, that is where people do not receive enough calories for sustenance, costs approximately $10.7 million annually in healthcare costs. In 2008, Access Economics found that obesity cost Victoria $485 million in increased healthcare costs (Access Economics, 2008). While this total figure cannot be attributed to food insecurity, there is evidence that food insecurity represents a portion of the reasons for obesity rates (Gill et al., 2009; Victorian Agency for Health Information, 2017). 

The increased costs are partially driven by hospital treatment costs for malnourished people being approximately 20 per cent higher than for well-nourished people, for treating similar issues. Additionally, these patients are more likely to be re-admitted due to poorer recovery rates, and increased difficulty of meeting the demands of rehabilitation programs, both to recover from medical procedures, and in treating addiction. 

Malnourishment has additional non-treasury economic costs. These are mostly represented by lower productivity and lower workforce participation. The Access Economics report (2008) included a breakdown of further impacts of obesity on the economy. While the obese community and the food insecure community are not correlated perfectly, there is overlap in the populations, and the effects of undernutrition have similar impacts on life outcomes as obesity (Bradley et al., 2023). The Access Economics report estimated the total economic impact in Victoria was $2.05 billion per year from decreased productivity for impacted individuals, the cost of carers that could otherwise be allocated elsewhere, welfare payments, and lost taxation revenue. This increased to $14.4 billion per year if decreased quality of life for individuals is included.

Unfortunately, the economic impacts of malnutrition and food insecurity are poorly understood, and further research to determine the potential gains from mitigation would be recommended to aid government in determining the net benefit of appropriate interventions.

The direct and indirect economic costs of food insecurity underpin the justification for finding appropriate methods to address the issues and the consequent reduction in the costs incurred. However, food insecurity is difficult to directly address due to its complexity, and the significant number of potential interventions to be considered. 
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Drivers of food insecurity

The causes of food insecurity in Australia are complex and interconnected, often linked to poverty, unemployment, and rising living costs. Economic inequality is one of the primary drivers of food insecurity, affecting people in poorer socioeconomic environments at significantly higher rates (Ramsey et al., 2012). Individuals living on low incomes, including those reliant on social welfare, casual or insecure employment, or facing high housing costs, often struggle to afford nutritious food. The rising cost of living, particularly in urban areas, exacerbates this issue, forcing people to make difficult choices between food and other essentials such as rent, utilities, and healthcare (Foodbank Australia, 2025).

Social factors also play a significant role. The Australian Institute of Family Studies (2011) shows that certain marginalised groups are disproportionately affected, including:
· Indigenous Australians, 
· People with disabilities, 
· Elderly people,
· Children,
· Single-parent families, and
· Newly arrived migrants.

Geographic isolation further compounds food insecurity in rural and remote communities, where food prices are often significantly higher and access to fresh produce is limited.

Environmental challenges such as droughts, floods, frosts and bushfires — all of which are becoming more frequent and severe due to climate change — impact food production and distribution. These disruptions not only reduce food availability, but also lead to higher prices, making healthy food less accessible for vulnerable populations.

Additionally, systemic issues in food distribution and waste contribute to the problem. Despite Australia producing enough food to feed its population, inefficiencies in the food supply chain and a reliance on market-based distribution often leave those in need without adequate support. 

Addressing these drivers of food insecurity requires coordinated efforts across government, community organizations, and industry, with a focus on both short-term relief and long-term structural change. 

The food industry in its current state could be considered two separate markets, one of primary food production and distribution, and one of food relief. Both of these markets are experiencing some level of market failure, through negative externalities in food production, positive externalities in food relief, high market concentration, and significant use of common resources (Rocha, 2006).

The Victorian Guide to Regulation (Better Regulation Victoria, 2024) is used as a guide for policy makers within the Victorian public service for determining how and when policy interventions may be required. The guide outlines that policy makers should refrain from interfering in functioning markets, pointing towards specific market failures as part of the rationale for intervention. 

The increase in people accessing food relief through the last decade may indicate that these market failures are escalating. The Victorian government has a clear rational for further intervention in the industry. Victorians in need are currently supported by the food relief sector, which consists of not-for profits and local charities. Any changes to the Victorian policy landscape should consider how these entities are affected.

Victoria’s food relief sector

Food charities in Australia provide vital support to individuals and families experiencing hardship, tackle food waste, and build stronger, more resilient communities.

Organisations such as Foodbank (https://www.foodbank.org.au/vic/), OzHarvest (https://www.ozharvest.org/), and SecondBite (https://secondbite.org/),  collect edible but unsellable food from supermarkets, farms, manufacturers, and restaurants, and distribute it to a network of local charities, community kitchens, and school programs. These organisations help divert over 80 million kilograms of food from landfill each year (End Food Waste Australia, 2020), addressing both environmental and social challenges driving food insecurity in Australia.

Smaller grassroots charities and community groups, not connected to the larger food relief organisations, also play a vital role in supporting communities. Local food pantries, soup kitchens, and community houses often provide direct, face-to-face assistance to people in need. These services not only offer meals and groceries but also foster a sense of belonging and dignity for people in crisis.

[bookmark: _Toc214802080]Inquiry into Food Security in Victoria

Given that food insecurity through the first half of the decade has been at an all-time high (Walsh et al., 2024), on 29 November 2023, the Legislative Council of Victoria required the Legal and Social Issues Committee to review food insecurity in Victoria (Legislative Council Legal and Social Issues Committee, 2023). The inquiry was required to include the impacts and drivers of, and solutions for, food security in Victoria, including but not limited to:
1. the impact of food insecurity in Victoria, on
i. physical and mental health; 
ii. poverty and hardship; and 
2. options available to lower the cost of food and improve access to affordable, nutritious and culturally appropriate food.

The final report Food Security in Victoria (herein ‘the report’) was tabled on 14 November 2024 and included 33 Findings and 25 Recommendations for the Victorian Government to alleviate food insecurity. These recommendations are broad and wide reaching, with the goal of moving from food relief to food resilience. The report does not clearly identify what a food resilient society would look like, however it is presented in opposition to the food relief structure currently in place. The report divides most of the recommendations into two categories: short-term options and long-term options. 

The Victorian Government responded to the inquiry on 31 July 2025, outlining which recommendations in the report the Government intended to implement, which needed further research, and which would not be adopted (Victoria State Government, 2025).

Given the goal of moving to a food resilient society, an alternate way to view the recommendations is to divide them between those that strengthen the current system of food relief and support, and those that build towards a food resilient future.

Strengthening the current system of food relief

The current system of food relief in Victoria relies on food relief charities to provide support to Victorians that are not having their needs met by government programs. Currently this forms most food support in Victoria. The set of recommendations relating to this objective are focussed on options to remove barriers faced by these organisations and improve the services they can offer. This category includes recommendations to:
a. Provide support for food charity organisations,
b. Advocate to the Commonwealth Government to support implementation of national food donation tax incentives,
c. Explore penalties for food waste,
d. Audit food relief services to create a food relief services map and identify service gaps,
e. Establish monitoring frameworks,
f. Expand provision of food vouchers,
g. Advocate to the Commonwealth Government to increase income support payments,
h. Re-establish the Victorian Food Relief Taskforce, and
i. Expand regional food hubs.

Relief to resilience

Targeting the underlying issues faced by the food insecure population, this objective could be considered as long-term solutions to solve food insecurity by tackling the root causes. Some of these changes could take years to decades to fully implement. This category includes recommendations about:
a. Examining place-based and community-focussed food growth approaches,
b. Examining Aboriginal and first nations cultural food-based programs,
c. Enshrining the right to food in the Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 (Vic),
d. Redefining multidimensional poverty,
e. Accepting local government empowerment to develop community food systems, and
a. Implementing food programs in schools.

Scope of This Analysis

Given the material reviewed above, this analysis focusses on the recommendations that specifically affect the current food relief system and improve the capabilities of Victorian food relief charities. The long- and medium-term options should remain a focus for government to reduce systemic food insecurity in Victorians. However, in the move towards resilience it is important for Victorians reliant on the current frameworks that they are maintained and strengthened to avoid a gap in support for those in need.

In the remainder of this paper, four of these short-term recommendations are evaluated, exploring their legitimacy from an economic perspective. These four recommendations are in the category that the Victorian Government has not provided explicit support for (support in full) in the response. They all received support in principle responses from the Victorian Government, likely implicating a desire for further information before committing or rejecting them. Thus, the purpose of this evaluation is to provide further exploration of the recommendations and recommend where further research could be considered by the Victorian Government. The recommendations are:

Recommendation 12 - That the Victorian Government advocate to the Commonwealth Government to support the implementation of a national food donation tax incentive.

Recommendation 13 - That the Victorian Government explore potential penalties for food waste occurring along the supply chain to prevent the wastage of food that could otherwise be consumed.
Recommendation 20 - That the Victorian Government conduct a comprehensive audit of food relief services across Victoria to identify service gaps. Following the initial audit, a Food Relief Services Map should be made publicly available which provides real‑time information to the public on available food relief resources. This map should be regularly updated to ensure it remains a reliable tool for both service providers and people in need.

[bookmark: _Toc214802083]Recommendation 21 - That the Victorian Government provide the food relief sector with recurrent funding to ensure it can address both current demand and future challenges.

Recommendation 12 - Food Donation Tax Incentives

In Chapter 5 of the report, the committee recommends adoption of polices to reduce food wastage in Victoria. As background, Sustainability Victoria (2020) found that Victorians were discarding some 2.4 million tonnes of food annually. This represents an economic cost of $6 billion annually in wasted agricultural production, distribution, processing and cooking. The amount of food waste in Victoria is more than enough to completely alleviate food insecurity if it is appropriately redistributed to households in need. Additionally, this would reduce the environmental impacts of food wastage.

The report recommends implementation of a food donation tax incentive to suppliers that donate food to relief organisations. The theoretical perspective is that the tax would help to drive nutritious food away from wastage, by incentivising donations.

The report builds on previous recommendations from charitable and farming organisations to implement tax benefits for food donations. This form of charitable deduction would not be new in Australia, lining up with deductions allowed for other charitable contributions. Tax incentives have also been implemented internationally with varied successes.

In some European countries medium-large corporations can deduct percentages of the book value of donations from their tax. This deduction is as high as 140 per cent of the value of the food in Portugal (limited to 0.8 per cent of the donor’s total turnover). In France and Spain, corporate tax credits can be claimed for donations up to 60 per cent and 35 per cent respectively for the book value of the donations (European Commission, 2025). 

Four Canadian provinces British Columbia, Ontario, Nova Scotia and Quebec) introduced a 25 per cent donation tax credit for qualifying donations in 2022 (see for example Government of British Columbia (2026)). 

In 2020, Foodbank Australia commissioned a report from KPMG (KPMG, 2020), to explore the potential for tax incentives. The KPMG report recommended that this form of tax incentive be adopted and was later supported by an implementation analysis (KPMG, 2023). The report recommended that recipients that have less than $20 million in annual turnover should receive a cash refund for costs incurred in donating food, and those that have turnover over $20 million should receive non-refundable tax offsets. 

The 2020 KPMG implementation plan has previously been explored at the Commonwealth government level. The initiative was introduced to the Australian Parliament under the Tax Laws Amendment (Incentivising Food Donations to Charitable Organisations) Bill 2024 (TLA Bill). The TLA bill proposed amendments to Australia’s tax laws allowing for cashback, or tax credits for small and medium-sized food producers donating food.

The TLA bill was introduced to parliament in July 2024 and subsequently rejected by the Senate economics committee. The TLA Bill was supported by KPMG, the National Farmers Federation, and the major Australian food charities (KPMG, 2024; NFF, 2024; Foodbank, OzHarvest and SecondBite, 2024). Despite the bill’s discontinuation, these organisations have continued to advocate for the approach (Foodbank, 2024; SecondBite, 2024). Following the release of the Foodbank Hunger Report 2025, Foodbank is leading a renewed push for tax incentives to be reconsidered (Foodbank Australia, 2025).

Tax incentives in theory

Tax incentives to encourage behaviour stems from basic economic theory. A conceptual view of economic systems would indicate that any taxes on a product increase the cost of production and therefore reduce the overall supply of that product, with the amount depending on the elasticity of supply. Governments can reduce taxes or provide tax relief strategically to encourage growth in certain industries. 

Charitable donations fall into a strange category, where activity in one area (charitable donations) grants tax offsets to the business’ activities. The use of tax incentives such as this is common, for example, the Australian Government currently uses tax incentives in this way to encourage spending on research and development (Australian Taxation Office, 2026). 

There are several ways this type of policy can be described. In Katz and Rosen (1998, 71-73), a tax deduction for charitable donations is analysed using consumer indifference curves. A consumer allocates a fixed budget between charitable donations and all other goods and services in a given time period, with the amount of donations depending on the shape of the consumer’s indifference curves and the implied ‘price’ applied to charitable donations. A tax deduction for charitable donations lowers the opportunity cost of donating, changes the slope of the budget constraint and allows the consumer to move to a higher indifference curve. This results in an increase in the amount of charitable donations in a given time period.  

Another way to look at the issue is in terms of the supply and demand for donated food. In the market for food relief, it can be assumed that the demand is fixed, with a set number of people that are in need. This number may fluctuate over time, but it is not influenced by the price of the food. A tax credit would decrease the cost to the supplier of donating the excess food, reduce the marginal cost of providing that food to the food relief charities (here assumed constant for small changes). A supplier’s choice to donate food would be dependent on a mixture of the costs to the business of supplying the goods, and the social benefit of the goods provided. In this instance, the social benefit is determined by individual suppliers, who will have vastly different views on the importance of donations. This is shown in Figure 1. 

Without a tax credit, Q0 would be donated. With a tax credit, marginal cost would be reduced and shift to MC1. This change to the marginal cost would theoretically increase the total amount of food provided to the charities, from Q0 to Q1. As with the Katz and Rosen analysis, the amount of the increase in donations will depend on farmer preferences as determined by their indifference curves, and on whether there is any slope in the marginal cost curves.

KPMG’s report acknowledged that significant more work would be necessary to determine many of these factors, including how to determine the value of the food donated, and what percentage of its shelf-value should be provided as tax relief.


Figure 1. A theoretical model of how individual food producers may be influenced to increase the amount of food donated if tax credits were implemented
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Even in this model, there are several factors that would impact the ability of farms to donate food, including:
· Farms that are not currently profitable would not be able to use the tax deductions to reduce the financial impact of the donations. While they would likely be able to carry tax losses forward, this impact to current financial performance may make it unfeasable.
· The imposition of additional administrative burdens on farms to track and document charitable donations. These additional burdens may be small for larger farming corporations, but will likely be more onerous for smaller farms.
· A financial incentive to farmers to donate excess food may incentivise poor behaviour for farmers to attempt to donate poorer quality food that would not be usable for commercial sales, just to access tax relief.

While the economic theory of these types of tax policies is sound, often empirical evidence can contradict. Fortunately, there have been other countries that have implemented similar policies to draw examples and evidence from.

Tax incentives in practice

Despite the sound theoretical foundation, most empirical research has found that using tax incentives was a poor option to improve charitible donations of food. One of the major concerns regarding these initiatives is that due to the higher logistical costs of these donations, the amount of tax relief would need to be higher than otherwise expected (Immell, 2019). 

Kinach, Parizeau and Fraser (2020) found that a tax credit worth 25 per cent of the value of the food was not a significant factor in producers’ decision to donate food. 

Immell (2019) found that tax credits introduced in British Columbia, Canada did not incentivise farmers to donate fresh food to charitable organisations. They found that the credits did not outweigh the added logistical challenges of transport time, refrigeration and expenses to donation sites. They found the British Columbia tax credits were not enough to make donations profitable after the added expenses.

Duquette, Graddy-Reed and Phillips (2018) found that there was little or no effect of tax credit policies increasing charitable donations in various states in the United States. They concluded that the lost tax revenue was likely a larger negative impact than the positives of a small number of increased donations.

Furthermore, some research has indicated that these types of tax credits increase certain negative outcomes of food donations. Tax subsidies based on ’fair market value’ may create adverse effects, especially where there is a monopoly on the goods. Retailers may deliberately reduce supply to inflate the selling price and inflate tax deductibles. Additionally, higher subsidies may instead lead to fewer donations needed to achieve the same tax deductions (Özbilge et al., 2025). 

Hudak et al. (2022) warned that the policy would require strict limitation to nutritious foods to avoid negative public health outcomes that could arise from a spike in non-nutritious food. Clarification regarding what foods qualify as nutritious would need to be comprehensively included in any policy.

Other research has indicated that similar policies have correlated with increased food waste, pointing towards increased overproduction of certain items, rather than shifting food that would be wasted to communities in need (Aitken et al., 2024). This may be tangentially supported by the findings of Immel (2019), showing that most Canadian farmers did not find food waste to be an important motivator in donating excess fresh food.

Overall, despite some research showing that there can be some small increases in tax deductions to encourage food donations (Aitken et al., 2024), most empirical research on this topic shows that tax incentives introduced internationally have been an unimpressive policy for improving charitable food donations (Lideikyte Huber, 2020). Further, the evidence available indicates that these incentives were treasury inefficient compared to direct investment in government purchases of food to be provided to people in need or directly to food relief organisations (Lideikyte Huber, 2020). 

Recommendation 12 conclusion

Recommendation 12 of the report was that the Victorian Government advocate to the Commonwealth Government to support the implementation of a national food donation tax incentive. This approach makes economic sense when applying basic theory, however international evidence is conflicting.

This approach is supported by evidence gathered by KPMG from among the food industry in Victoria, and the food relief industry. KPMG drew conclusions largely from consultation with food producers across Australia. This input is relevant considering it would require industry input and commitment for tax policy to be impactful. 

However, the lack of empirical evidence internationally to support the policy should be cause for hesitation from the Victorian Government in advocating for similar policies in Australia. Ultimately, the Victorian Government’s hesitation, and agreement in principle, is likely a reasonable position until stronger supporting research is conducted. 

Recommendation 13 - Food Waste Penalties

Also in Chapter 5, the inquiry includes a recommendation that the Victorian government explore penalties along the supply chain to mitigate food wastage. This recommendation included no analysis of the potential impacts, positive or negative, that these penalties may cause, or how they could be implemented. This leaves significant leeway for the government to identify the optimal approaches.

There is little previous research on the impact of these kinds of penalties on food security. However, concerns about food waste have been explored extensively due to its environmental impacts, and these can be just as useful to analyse for reduction purposes (Kosseva & Webb, 2020). Aside from the potential positives in redistributing food, the waste contributes significantly to climate change. Food in landfill emits carbon dioxide (CO2) when breaking down. Sustainability Victoria (2020) estimated that Victorian food waste is responsible for 3.15 million tonnes of CO2 each year. Further, unconsumed food also represents the costs to society of water, land and other inputs used in its production that could have been conserved.

Simple economic theory would indicate that any additional costs charged for food waste would incentivise actors along the supply chain to take action to reduce waste. The costs incurred in reducing waste would be acceptable, up to the amount that the fines for this waste would be. 

A significant challenge in analysing this recommendation is the lack of empirical evidence to draw on. Few countries have adopted penalty-based policies to tackle food waste. The most prominent example is China’s anti‑food waste laws, which were introduced in 2021. 

The Chinese laws have been difficult to study, both due to constraints on release of information in China, and significant variance in enforcement of the laws, leading to potential errors in any analysis (Shen et al., 2023). The studies that have been conducted on the Chinese anti-food waste laws have been criticised for a lack of specificity, suggesting their primary function is a declaration of values to direct Chinese attention to food waste as an issue (Wang et al., 2022; Shen et al., 2023). 

Additionally, research on the effectiveness of Chinese food waste laws would need to contend with the cultural differences in attitudes towards food waste. As an example, in China there is often intentional over-ordering, so as to be seen as being good hosts and also as a sign of wealth or prosperity (Wang et al., 2024).

The report does not provide any supporting details on recommendation 13. Lacking specificity makes the recommendation hard to analyse, however there are several outstanding challenges that would require addressing before any food waste penalties are introduced.

Potential negative impact on overall food production

Food producers currently have varying levels of food waste from operations. The amount of food waste is heavily dependent on the types of food being produced, with fruits and vegetables having the highest rates of being discarded at the farm level (FAO, 2011). A significant driver of food wastage is due to consumer sentiment and inability to sell in financial markets.

Currently, it can be safely assumed that producers are discarding food that would not be saleable. Discarding food is most likely due to it being the most cost-effective option for this food. If it is assumed that non-saleable food is an inevitable by-product of food production, then any additional costs placed on food waste would unavoidably increase costs to producers. This cost may be directly due to fines, or additional logistical costs of finding alternative options. Economic theory would indicate that this would likely result in a reduction of total food produced. Additionally, it is likely this sort of penalty would see some amount of the cost of food waste passed on to consumers, increasing cost of food and increasing cost-of-living pressures. A theoretical model of this is shown visually in Figure 2.

Figure 2. A theoretical model of the addition of penalties for food waste to food markets
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Penalising food waste would raise the overall cost of production from S0 to S1, reducing output from Q0 to Q1 and raising the price of food from P0 to P1. The reduction in food production from increased costs should be carefully considered before introduction, however there could be other initiatives implemented to offset this cost. For example, government investment in supply chains to redistribute the food would enable producers to provide excess food as donations, rather than discarding, without incurring additional costs.

How food waste is measured

Measurement of food waste is difficult, partially because not all discarded food is the same and definitions of food waste vary. Some percentage of this discarded food is non-edible products that are not fit for human consumption, or unable to be repurposed into other items (i.e. pet or livestock feed) (Rezaei and Liu, 2017). This type of waste is known as food loss. Some food loss is an unfortunate but inevitable outcome of all food production; however good agricultural and logistical practices can help to minimise food losses.

Food waste on the other hand is the food that is removed from the supply chain that was at some point fit for human consumption. This occurs often due to personal preferences, preconceived ideas on edibility or taste, or sometimes due to mismanagement. 

Food loss and food waste occur for various reasons at different stages of the supply chain. To understand these, the supply chain needs to be broken down into distinct stages. The chosen stages are standardised in research in the area (Rezaei and Liu, 2017; FAO, 2011). However not all supply chains include all the stages, and there is often a blurred overlap in some of these, for example where processing happens on the same site as the agricultural product is farmed:
· Agriculture – any action taken through the growth, harvest operations, sorting or grading.
· Transport – Any handling, transportation, or storage between other stages of the supply chain.
· Processing – All modifications, combination, or packaging of food products
· Distribution – The at-market sale of the products, either raw or processed foods
· Consumption – Anything following sale of the product to consumers
Table 1 shows some examples of the causes of food loss or waste through the supply chain. Notably, food waste is significantly higher than food loss once food reaches the distribution and consumption stages. Most food loss of unusable products has been seen and discarded before the products reach the distribution phase.

Table 1. Examples of causes of food losses or food waste at various stages of the supply chain

	Supply Chain Stage
	Food Loss
	Food Waste

	Agriculture
	· Food discarded because it is unusable, inedible or spoiled. 
	· Food discarded due to shape, size or other consumer preference.
· Food improperly stored, or lost due to poor agricultural practices.

	Transport
	· Natural losses due to unavoidable damage to a certain amount of goods during transport.
· Natural losses due to unexpectedly rapid spoilage.
	· Food damaged due to poor handling processes or accidents.
· Food stored incorrectly, stored too long or improper care taken.

	Processing
	· Food lost due to technological limitations that have not been overcome. 
· Discarding unusable portions of certain processed raw foods, where it would be unreasonable to utilise the waste.
	· Food damaged due to poor handling processes or accidents.

	Distribution
	
	· Food which was fit for sale that became spoiled whilst on store shelves.

	Consumption
	
	· Purchased food that spoiled or was discarded due to over-purchasing, lack of care in handling, poor storage, or consumer preferences.


Source: (Rezaei and Liu, 2017; FAO, 2011)

Both food loss and food waste can represent significant efficiency losses through the supply chain. They both have almost equal impact per kilogram of food due to climate change. However, for the purposes of relieving food insecurity, only food waste is relevant. 

Any penalty that also impacted food loss may have environmental impacts but would not increase the amount of edible food available. Additionally, penalties applied to food loss could provide incentives for bad actors to attempt to shift inedible food through the supply chains to avoid penalties. This could cause further issues including contamination of otherwise healthy products, or complications and tensions with other portions of the supply chain. 

To appropriately charge a penalty for food waste, the government would need to determine a system to measure what percentage of discarded food would have been otherwise edible. 

Which stages of the supply chain will be affected?

At some levels of the supply chain measuring food waste may not be complicated. For example, China penalises food waste at the consumer level by adding fees for green waste disposal and assumes that a certain percentage of green waste disposed is food waste (Wang et al., 2024). This works at the consumer level because there is little food loss to consider. At other stages on the supply chain determining the ratio of food loss to food waste becomes complicated, administratively burdensome, or impossible. 

Recommendation 13 conclusion

The report recommended that the Victorian government explore penalties to various actors along the supply chain where food waste occurs. The report did not provide any supporting evidence for this proposal.

The penalties-based approach is likely to have a positive effect on reducing food waste and potentially have positive environmental effects. However, theory on the subject is unclear if that would translate to an increase of food provided to the food relief industry. 

There is very real potential that the fees would reduce overall food production and increase costs. Compounding the potential negative outcomes with the enormous logistical and administrative burdens in measuring waste and assigning fees, it is understandable why few countries have attempted to implement similar policies.

Any policy plan would require significant work to determine how the fee rates would be determined, how they would be assigned to different actors in the supply chain, and how negative outcomes are avoided. Given that there are alternatives to the penalties-based approach which have more evidence surrounding impacts and less likely negative outcomes, the work required to implement a penalties-based approach may have little useful outcome.

Recommendation 20 - Food Relief Services Map

Recommendation 20 of the report is a compound recommendation. The committee advocates that the Victorian government should conduct a comprehensive audit of food relief services across Victoria to identify service gaps. Following the initial audit, a Food Relief Services Map should be made publicly available which provides real‑time information to the public on available food relief resources. 

The Victorian government response acknowledged that there was potential to improve public information surrounding food relief. In the response they highlighted that there is currently a publicly available platform in Ask Izzy that helps people locate food relief services in their area.  However there remain important issues about a reliance on private enterprise to support a public need.

Risks of privatisation

Ask Izzy is a website connecting people in need with housing, meals, financial help, family violence support and other supports (Ask Izzy, 2025). Ask Izzy is hosted by ‘Infoxchange’, a not-for-profit enterprise that provides digital technology in the charity space. Infoxchange operates largely through charity and donations from corporations and individuals, and some grant revenue from State and Local Governments.

Undoubtably the Ask Izzy platform provides a fundamentally necessary service to Australians in need. The platform’s existence being hosted by a private not-for-profit potentially poses a risk that it may be discontinued if Infoxchange ceases operations. This could occur because the organisation loses funding to continue operating the webpage, or it may cease operation entirely. A platform maintained by the Victorian Government would be much less exposed to financial risks and economic downturns.
Burrows et al. (2022) explored the importance of forward planning in any system, especially support systems. They outline that a significant burden falls upon the operators to ensure the information is accurate and up to date. The research was specifically in relation to the homeless support services provided by Ask Izzy. If the Victorian Government was to explore providing a resource to find food services, it may be prudent to also explore opportunities for other services provided by Ask Izzy.

Audit of service gaps

The Victorian government response acknowledged that the Government currently works with the food relief sector to ensure coverage, however, does not commit to further action to identify service gaps. 

Access to reliable food relief is hindered by co-occurring economic disadvantages and barriers (Lewis et al., 2018). Known as ‘deprivation amplification’, it explains that persons affected by food insecurity are also more likely to experience social living factors affecting their ability to find access food relief including limited access to transportation, and likelihood of living in food deserts or in areas of service gaps.

Research into these service gaps in Australia is severely limited, but research into food relief deserts in other countries can point towards likely issues in Victoria. Whilst the free-market service providers are generally responsive to the needs of the communities, low population density areas were more likely to be food assistance deserts (Curran and Armenia, 2021; Waity, 2016). This indicates that rural Victorians are more likely to experience the severe impacts of food insecurity. 

Recommendation 20 conclusion

The report recommended that the government conduct an audit of available food relief services and then provide a publicly available map of food relief services across the state.

There is no comprehensive understanding of food relief demand in Victoria. While the Ask Izzy platform exists, it is a consumer tool to find services and has not been used to study coverage areas. This lack of research underscores the report’s recommendation that an audit of food relief services is conducted to understand the issue. 

Given the availability of a food services map through the Ask Izzy platform, it is understandable that the Victorian Government would be hesitant to move towards a government-hosted platform. But due to the risk reduction possibilities, it remains worthy of consideration.

Recommendation 21 - Recurrent Funding from the Victorian Government

Recommendation 21 of the report advocates for the Victorian Government to provide the food relief sector with recurrent funding to ensure it can address both current demand and future challenges. Currently the industry is supported by grant funding from the government.

Food relief charities rely on a mixture of charitable and grant inputs to support operations. These include, but are not limited to:
· Charitable donations of food
· Other charitable supplies
· Charitable financial donations
· Grants from government and private organisation
· Volunteered time.
Charitable donations of food resources provide the backbone of the support for these organisations, providing the actual resources that people need. However, the other inputs are necessary to ensure ongoing operations remain viable. Financial input is imperative for physical assets including warehousing, non-volunteer employees, supply chain functions and more. 

The major food charities in Victoria rely upon government grants for their operations. These are generally determined by the Victorian government through the State Budget, however they can be allocated separately as needed, which was seen in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The organisations provide pre-budget submissions to request grant funding each year. However, the organisations have no assurances that there will be any funding provided, and the amounts ultimately provided can fluctuate depending on State Government goals at the time.

Table 2 shows a breakdown of Foodbank Victoria funding from 2016-2017. Unfortunately, Foodbank is the only organisation large enough to be required to publish annual reports for income on a Victorian level. Table 3 shows the percentage of operating income that comes from government grants and separates by investment specifically directed to be used for the School Breakfast Program (SBP).

More than 60 per cent of total income for Foodbank has been raised through government grants over this period. However, year-on-year greater percentages have been required to be allocated specifically to the SBP. From 2016 to 2024, Government grants not allocated to the SBP rose to a peak of $7 million in 2022 (in response to the COVID-19 pandemic) and fell to $3.5m in 2024. The percentage of total investment income this represents has fallen from 39 per cent to 9 per cent over this period. For Foodbank, this has been offset by a significant increase in charitable funding through the period, which rose 2,000 per cent over this period.

The major food relief organisations in Victoria have made a case for increased funding, often in the form of pre-budget submissions to State and Commonwealth governments, but also in response to cost-of-living crisis’ in recent years (SecondBite, OzHarvest and Foodbank, 2023). Their case asks for both increased regular funding, and increased disaster relief funding, to support their actions taken to support affected families.

There is little independent research into the challenges faced by charities and not-for-profits due to volatile funding constraints.  Financial management principles would indicate that this lack of foresight would significantly impede forward planning, potentially hindering investments or long-term projects that could help Victorians in need.

During the transition from Relief to Resilience indicated in the Food Security in Victoria report, dedicated and consistent financial support for these organisations is likely to improve the services provided. Furthermore, if the Victorian Government has concerns about the uses of the funds, they could be allocated as grants to specific programs or goals, which has been shown to be effective through he SBP program.

If the Victorian Government determines that more spending in the sector is necessary, there may be an opportunity to explore funding government programs, rather than providing grants to food relief charities. 

The charities have an advantage of existing operations, including logistics networks, warehouses and processes. Theoretically, any government program that is competing in a similar area would likely be financially less effective in the short- to medium-term. However, there could be opportunities to ensure spending is focussed on areas of need with a greater level of control than through charity funding.
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Table 2. Foodbank Victoria revenue, 2017-2024

	Foodbank Victoria
	2016
	2017
	2018
	2019
	2020
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024

	Government grants - excl school breakfast program ($)
	         2,293,056 
	         2,119,632 
	         2,430,266 
	           2,902,178 
	           5,865,036 
	           6,462,296 
	           6,995,156 
	           4,223,065 
	           3,574,911 

	Government grants - school breakfast program ($)
	         1,518,000 
	         3,195,000 
	         2,990,000 
	           4,382,669 
	           8,918,579 
	           9,652,783 
	         10,955,579 
	         18,073,752 
	         19,047,461 

	Revenue from handling fees ($)
	         1,219,946 
	         1,227,281 
	         1,513,934 
	           1,429,019 
	           1,506,884 
	           1,802,868 
	           1,366,164 
	           2,598,865 
	           2,645,379 

	Donations, charitable income and fundraising ($)
	            555,970 
	            652,240 
	         1,218,910 
	           1,700,767 
	           5,743,040 
	           7,828,127 
	           9,397,776 
	         10,058,221 
	         10,465,436 

	Other grants - assets and program development ($)
	            232,000 
	            157,634 
	            158,938 
	               182,336 
	           2,236,363 
	           1,339,421 
	           6,031,814 
	               741,943 
	               515,203 

	Other ($)
	            124,975 
	            122,911 
	            136,716 
	               163,987 
	                 93,622 
	               555,672 
	                 81,294 
	               973,997 
	           1,503,742 

	Total ($)
	         5,943,947 
	         7,474,698 
	         8,448,764 
	         10,760,956 
	         24,363,524 
	         27,641,167 
	         34,827,783 
	         36,669,843 
	         37,752,132 


Source: Gathered from Foodbank Victoria Annual Reports 2017-2024

Table 3. Percentage of Foodbank Victoria revenue provided by the various government grants, 2017-2024 
(EXSB – Excluding school breakfast program; INSB – Including school breakfast program)

	Foodbank Victoria
	2016
	2017
	2018
	2019
	2020
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024

	Percentage of income from government grants (EXSB)
	39 
	28 
	29 
	27 
	24 
	23 
	20 
	12 
	9 

	Percentage of income from government grants (INSB)
	64 
	71 
	64 
	68 
	61 
	58 
	52 
	61 
	60 


Source: Gathered from Foodbank Victoria Annual Reports 2017-2024

Food relief is broader than simply the three major food relief charities discussed earlier in this analysis. Victoria is supported by over 500 smaller grassroots charities, pantries, soup kitchens and independent networks providing food relief to their local communities. While direct consistent investment in the three major providers would be impactful, further consideration into how funding could be used to support charities at the local level could find significant opportunities.

Recommendation 21 conclusion

The committee recommended that the food relief sector is provided with consistent recurrent funding from the Victorian Government to ensure it can address both current demand and future challenges. 
Inconsistency in funding is likely a factor in decision-making, investment, and performance in food relief charities. The Victorian Government could improve this with a commitment to funding. However, there are some opportunities that may be overlooked in the simplistic model the report recommends; these are:
1. A comparison of outcomes between funding of food relief charities, and direct investment through government initiatives, interventions and projects.
2. Determination of how consistent funds could be used to support more than the three major charities in Victoria.

Further Discussion and Research Recommendations

Food insecurity is a growing problem in Australia, with approximately one in three Australian households currently experiencing severe or moderate food insecurity (Foodbank Australia, 2025). A further 11 per cent of households experience marginal food insecurity. Some of these households are transient, experiencing only short-term insecurity, however a growing number of Australians are experiencing long-term food insecurity. A lack of sufficient nutritious food has severe long-term impacts on people affected by it, which are disproportionately in groups that see other types of social or economic disadvantages.

The Legislative Council of Victoria commissioned a report into food insecurity. The report included twenty-five recommendations covering short- and long-term solutions to support the current food relief industry and to move towards a food resilient future.

Many recommendations in the report are representative of a desire for change in the food industry and food relief industry to reduce food waste, redirect surplus resources to those in need, and improve food distribution Victoria-wide. 

Wheeler et al. (2025) researched the attitudes of South Australians towards various food waste reduction policies. The results cannot be assumed to translate perfectly to Victorians, however there are likely similarities in attitudes. They found that effectiveness and fairness were the most important factors in positive responses. They found that penalties such as fines or taxes on food waste were preferred to other options including informational campaigns and structural changes. This would seem to indicate that Australians broadly view food waste negatively and are open to seeing changes through the supply chain to improve food policies.

The Victorian Government’s response showed a hesitation to support policies outside of those that were already in operation or those that have made some progress towards implementation. This hesitation is prudent, considering the recommendations include proposals that could be burdensome and costly to implement. Additionally, this analysis indicates that certain recommendations may have been included without thoroughly reviewing all relevant literature, and they may not have explored all options available to the government for achieving the best results for Victorians. 
This review identified several unresolved issues in existing research that should be explored further to improve knowledge of food relief and food systems, with the aim of better supporting people in Victoria. The Report relies heavily on feedback from industry stakeholders, who may have differing interests that influence their support or opposition to some recommendations. The Victorian Government may benefit from initial research into the overall economic costs of food insecurity, and the potential benefits of intervention to aid decision making. Further independent research into the following specific areas would be worth consideration by the Victorian Government.

Advocating for tax relief for charitable food donations

The Victorian Government is ultimately only able to advocate for policies to the Commonwealth Government. Before tax incentives are advocated for from a state level, it may be prudent to research further the likely outcomes from the tax incentives. Since the available empirical evidence notes the influence of the added logistical challenges of transport time, refrigeration and expenses to donation sites, and the fact that these will vary by product and by location, a suggestion would be a series of case studies of Victorian food industries that play a major role in the food relief sector. Fresh fruits and vegetables would be a worthy sector, given the strong interrelationships with nutrition policy and food waste.

Additionally, the expected outcomes should also be compared to the impact of direct spending in the sector. Direct spending on food that would otherwise be wasted has been shown to be more efficient from a treasury perspective and may be worth exploring. The additional benefit for the Victorian Government of a direct spending approach is that it would not require Commonwealth Government cooperation.

Reducing food waste

If the Victorian Government were determined to explore implementation of the financial recommendations to reduced food waste, recommendation 12 – Food donation tax incentives, would be preferred in principle to recommendation 13 – Food waste penalties. However, the supporting evidence in the report for recommendation 12 is heavily influenced by the KPMG report from 2020 and it did not fully explore the international evidence for the effectiveness of similar policies. The empirical evidence does not support the implementation of the policies. The Government would benefit from supporting further independent research to determine if Australia would be an outlier in this area or likely follow international trends. Again, a suggestion would be a series of case studies of Victorian food industries that play a major role in the food relief sector, with fresh fruits and vegetables a worthy choice.

Penalty-based policies have poor effectiveness in reducing waste, or in redirecting excess food to charity markets, and may have unintended consequences in reducing the overall food supply. Tax-based policies have further challenges in Victoria because the Commonwealth Government controls the legislation and ultimate decision making. 

The Victorian Government could potentially explore non-tax incentive policies that could be implemented at the State level, rather than just through advocation to the Commonwealth Government. Direct investment through purchasing excess food, undesirable food, or otherwise nutritious but unused food has lower budgetary impacts when compared to tax considerations. However, little research on the direct comparison between these options has been completed and further exploration is recommended.


Food relief services map and audit

A map purely showing the availability of food relief would improve the Victorian Government’s ability to ensure adequate coverage. Better results may be found by cross-analysing the coverage map with demographic information to determine if the coverage is focused on areas of need to meet the demand of the public.

Any further research should take a multi-factor approach to a gap analysis. In an ideal situation, research would be conducted using demographic information of the Victorian population, focussed on economic measures, to determine where food relief is most needed. Useful metrics to determine likelihood of requiring food relief include (but are not limited to):
· income per household,
· income per household member, 
· education levels, or
· cultural demographics

Once it has been determined which population areas are most likely to require food relief, this should be factored into an analysis of food relief coverage to determine if the current resources are being equitably distributed.

Recurrent funding

The Victorian Government may view a commitment to recurrent funding for food relief charities to be a sign of reliance on government funds in the sector. This could raise questions about whether food relief should simply be managed by the state government, rather than being part-funded by the government and operated by private entities. There is a whole literature available on this question (Mounter et al., 2019) based on the theory of market failure and chain failure.

Undoubtedly, a commitment to recurrent spending would likely improve services provided, and improve the ability for existing entities to make long-term investments in the sector. If the Victorian Government were to explore long-term commitments to spending in the industry, the operations may be operated better as a State-Government program where spending can be controlled and targeted.

Research into expected outcomes comparing government-run programs to privately run programs funded by the Victorian Government should be conducted to determine the best allocation of funding. 
If the Victorian Government decides to go ahead with funding the food relief sector, there should be consideration of what portion should be provided to large organisations, and how local charities and community-led initiatives could be funded.

Conclusion

In this paper, four of the recommendations made by the Legislative Council Legal and Social Issues Committee in the report Food Security in Victoria have been examined. The recommendations reviewed were those that would support the current system of food relief in Victoria, but which the Victorian Government has not expressly adopted or rejected. 

The review found that the recommendations were potentially effective from an economic theory perspective. However, the recommendations were often not supported by empirical evidence or directly conflicted with the international evidence on outcomes. 

The Victorian Government would benefit from further independent research into the recommendations explored in this review to determine feasibility and predicted outcomes. A range of suggested recommendations for further research have been proposed.
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