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About Sustain: The Australian Food Network 

Sustain is a health promotion charity and think-and-do network with a mission to create food systems that nourish 

people and nurture the planet. We ground our work in a principled commitment to the human right to adequate, 

nutritious and culturally appropriate food. 

  

As connectors, we facilitate events, networks, and communities of practice for sharing knowledge and fostering 

collaboration amongst diverse food system actors.  

  

As policy experts, we understand the critical issues facing local government and their communities. Our integrated 

approach aims to cut across the institutional and departmental silos that hinder cohesive and integrated food 

policy implementation.  

  

As researchers, we translate and share our food system knowledge to build an evidence base for effective food 

policy and action.  

  

As practitioners, we design and deliver community food projects (including our two urban farms and a food hub) 

that experiment with innovative approaches to food system transformation and model the change we want to see. 

Our projects aim to demonstrate in the here and now that, yes, a better future is within our grasp.  

  

Sustain is a certified social enterprise registered with Social Traders. 

Context summary – the need for major investment 

In 2024, researchers at Oxford University and London School of Economics found that transforming the food 

system to one that is healthier, equitable, and sustainable would create $USD10 trillion in benefits per year, 

requiring less than 5% of that figure in investment (Food Systems Economic Commission, 2024). Conversely, the 

harms caused by the current food system – malnutrition and undernutrition, the obesity epidemic, loss of 

biodiversity, environmental damage and climate change – currently exceed $USD10 trillion per year (op cit.). In 

Australia, experts at the Obesity Evidence Hub have forecast that the economic costs of overweight and obesity 

will rise from $AUD39 billion in 2019 to $AUD62 billion in 2030 and to $228 billion by 2060, or 3.5% of total GDP.1 

With an anticipated 20:1 return on investment, the case for major investment in a better food system is 

commonsense social, environmental and macroeconomic policy.  

Budget recommendations 

$500m Centre for Regenerative and Agroecological Farming 

Sustain calls for the establishment of a $500mn fund for regenerative and agroecological food production. This 

fund would assist farmers to transition to forms of food production that will nourish generations to come. This 

should involve a commitment to strengthen local and regional food production to mitigate and reduce reliance on 

imported food products and thereby enhance the resilience of Australia’s food system and its capacity to deal with 

anticipated and unanticipated shocks and crises. 

 

 

 
1 https://www.obesityevidencehub.org.au/collections/impacts/cost-impacts-of-obesity-and-of-obesity-prevention-measures  

https://www.obesityevidencehub.org.au/collections/impacts/cost-impacts-of-obesity-and-of-obesity-prevention-measures
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Current industrial agricultural practices are a leading cause of emissions in Australia. A shift to agroecological and 

regenerative practices, as well as to more localised food economies can significantly reduce emissions and play an 

important role in sequestering carbon. Moreover, with farm productivity slowing nationwide, in part due to the 

industrial farming practices that have depleted the soils, it is imperative that we shift to forms of farming 

regenerate soils and create healthy, biodiverse environments to sustain future generations. The call to embrace 

more agroecological farming practices is a key recommendation from the Food and Agriculture Organisation and 

CSIRO, amongst others.2   

$500 mn National Edible Gardens and Urban Agriculture Fund 

Sustain calls for the establishment of a $500 million Edible Gardening Fund, co-financed by federal and 

state/territory governments, to drive a mass expansion of urban food production across Australia. This was the 

principal recommendation from our Pandemic Gardening Survey, which received over 9000 responses in July 2020, 

sharing experiences of gardening during the Covid-19 pandemic. $500 mn represents less than a single day’s 

expenditure on the direct and indirect costs of mental ill-health in Australia (Productivity Commission3). $500mn 

could support as many as 10,000 part-time (0.5 FTE) urban farmers and community garden coordinators, leading 

to a mass expansion of healthy food growing and consumption as well as community building, for example.  

$20m/year Farm Incubators and mentorship programs 

Australia is facing a critical moment in its food and farming future. The agricultural workforce is ageing (the 

average Australian farmer is now 63 years old), barriers for new entrants continue to grow, and pathways into 

farming are fragmented and uncertain. At the same time, communities are calling for more resilient, localised food 

systems that can respond to climate change, support healthy diets, and sustain regional economies. It is with this 

context that Farm Incubators (UFIs) emerge as a timely and effective response. 

 

Financing and policy reform is needed to realise this essential platform for the Australian farming sector, to 

activate underutilised public and private land and secure tenure for incubator sites, supported by zoning that 

legitimises urban and peri-urban food production. Dedicated state and federal funding streams should underpin 

infrastructure, training, and evaluation, while philanthropic and private-sector partnerships can extend reach and 

resilience. Program design should integrate and benefit from both accredited and non-accredited training, 

structured mentorship, and strong alumni networks, ensuring that participants graduate into viable land and 

enterprise opportunities.  

 

With Young Farmers Connect, Sustain has conducted a detailed Feasibility Study into Farm Incubators and has 

identified several sites and willing collaborators to commence a series of Farm Incubator pilots in Victoria. 

Learning from and building on the Future Farmers Pathway program in Mornington Peninsula, this is an excellent 

opportunity for the Federal government to work with Sustain, Young Farmers Connect and other stakeholders to 

develop viable business models that can tackle a critical issue facing our agricultural and food system.   

$2.4 bn/year National farm insurance scheme 

We need to ensure the security and viability of growing food domestically. Floods, fires, and other extreme weather 

events are increasing in frequency and severity due to the locked in effects of the climate crisis. Farm insurance 

 

 
2 The FAO launched its Scaling Up Agroecology Initiative in 2018 (https://www.fao.org/agroecology/overview/our-work/en); see 
also CSIRO Reshaping Australian Food Systems - https://www.csiro.au/en/work-with-us/services/consultancy-strategic-advice-
services/csiro-futures/agriculture-and-food/reshaping-australian-food-systems;  
3 https://www.pc.gov.au/media-speeches/speeches/mental-health/  

https://sustain.org.au/the-pandemic-gardening-survey-report/
https://www.youngfarmersconnect.com/
https://www.torellofarm.com.au/future-farmers-pathway?srsltid=AfmBOoplu6NbzL3vIGZFTtzd-okIVBOw-xzSG0q7hIet9RXM2zZo3IlE
https://www.fao.org/agroecology/overview/our-work/en
https://www.csiro.au/en/work-with-us/services/consultancy-strategic-advice-services/csiro-futures/agriculture-and-food/reshaping-australian-food-systems
https://www.csiro.au/en/work-with-us/services/consultancy-strategic-advice-services/csiro-futures/agriculture-and-food/reshaping-australian-food-systems
https://www.pc.gov.au/media-speeches/speeches/mental-health/
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premiums have increased by 20-40% in recent times4 and these costs are currently absorbed by farmers, with little 

ability to pass on this cost due to unconscionable contracts with supermarkets and logistics companies. At the 

same time, insurance sector profits have risen to $6.1b per annum, up from the 5-year average of $2b5. 

 

The viability and security of the farming sector must be supported by the Federal government. We are all directly 

impacted by what is happening to our farmers. The National Farmers Federation has estimated that a 25% subsidy 

for farm insurance would cost $1.2 bn per annum6. We recommend that this subsidy should cover up to 50% of 

insurance costs, i.e. effectively $2.4 bn per year. 

$3.1 bn / year Universal primary school meal program 

In her recent article in The Conversation, Dr Rachel Carey stated that: 

Around 80% of primary school children in high-income countries globally receive school meals. 

This includes almost all primary school children in countries such as Finland, Sweden, Japan and South Korea.  

Australia is one of the few high-income countries that’s not part of the School Meals Coalition, a global alliance 

of national governments that aims to ensure all children get nutritious school meals by 2030. 

That’s despite many Australian families struggling to afford enough nutritious food. Around 16% of Australian 

families with dependent children (including students aged 15–24) experienced food insecurity in 2023. It was 

34% in lone-parent households. 

Studies have demonstrated that implementation of universal school meals significantly increases academic 

outcomes, reduces absences, improves classroom dynamics, as well as economic and environemntal benefits 

including supporing farmers with direct procurments supply chains, and encouraging a shift to ecologically 

sustainable farming practices.  

 

Tasmania currently leads the nation in ensuring that Tassie kids have access to school meals. The School Food 

Matters and Universal School Meals projects currently service more than 60 schools, providing 21,500 locally 

procured, nutritious meals per week. Investing in universal school meals will generate economic, academic, social, 

and environmental returns exceeding the annual cost, which we estimate at $3.1 bn, based on an annual cost of 

$1,345 per student and 2.3 mn primary school students.7  

$10 bn increase in welfare payments to guarantee the human right to good food for all 

Here we endorse the Australian Council of Social Services pre-budget submission, Recommendation 10: 

The Federal Government must build on the welcome $20 per week increase delivered in the 2023 Budget, and 

substantially lift base rates of JobSeeker Payment, Youth Allowance, Austudy, Abstudy, Special Benefit, 

Parenting Payment and Crisis Payment in the 2026 Budget. 

 

 
4 General Insurance Agencies (2023). Insurance Premiums for Farms Are Rising 
5KPMG (2025) General Insurance Insights & Analysis 2025 
6 NFF (2020). Insurance in the Agriculture Sector.  
7 See https://www.cgdev.org/blog/what-does-it-cost-feed-child-new-global-evidence-economics-school-meals.  

https://theconversation.com/australia-needs-a-school-lunch-program-like-many-other-high-income-countries-270279
https://publications.wfp.org/2024/state-of-school-feeding/downloads
https://publications.wfp.org/2024/state-of-school-feeding/downloads
https://schoolmealscoalition.org/about
https://schoolmealscoalition.org/about/members
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/health/food-and-nutrition/food-insecurity/latest-release
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/health/food-and-nutrition/food-insecurity/latest-release
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org.au/
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org.au/
https://generalinsuranceagencies.com.au/2023/10/17/insurance-premiums-for-farms-are-rising-how-to-save/
https://kpmg.com/au/en/insights/industry/general-insurance-insights-2025.html
https://nff.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Sub-project-1-Insurance.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/what-does-it-cost-feed-child-new-global-evidence-economics-school-meals
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These payments should be brought up to the same level as the pension supplement (currently $82 a day for a 

single person). This would require an increase of $26 a day to the single maximum rate of JobSeeker  

With the cost of food skyrocketing over the last 5 years, it is now impossible for someone receiving most Centrelink 

payments to afford a healthy and culturally appropriate diet. Foodbank’s Hunger Report points to even families 

where two parents are working struggle to afford such a diet. This means that many already experiencing 

marginalisation, unstable accomodation, and other poverty related issues are plunged further into crisis by their 

lack of access to food. Malnutrition leads to ill health (physical, dietary and mental) which then costs Australian 

taxpayers much more to treat than simply ensuruing that all people have access to a nutritious diet, i.e. commit to 

implementing the universal human right to good food for all Australians, irrespective of their circumstances.   

Financing these recommendations 

The total cost of these recommendations is approximately $16.5 bn annually. We propose the following fiscal 

measures to ensure that these initiatives, whose indirect and indirect benefits would likely exceed $100 bn annually 

within a few years of their implementation, will be revenue-neutral to the budget bottom line.  

Introduce a 5% wealth tax on billionaires - $17.4 bn / yr 

At a time when wealth inequality is soaring and millions of Australian households and families are struggling to 

meet the basic costs of living, let alone enjoy a holiday, research published by Oxfam found that the wealth of the 

country’s billionaires grew by $600,000 per day in 2025. Oxfam is proposing a 5% wealth tax on Australia’s 170 

billionaires, which would raise an estimated $17.4 bn per year.   Such a tax would more than cover all the measures 

proposed in this submission and at a very minimum fund the uplift in welfare benefits to bring all Australians above 

the poverty line. We wholeheartedly endorse this call for a modest wealth tax.  

Introduce a tax on sugar-sweetened beverages - $1 bn / yr 

Modelling released by the Australian Medical Association in June 2024 revealed that a tax on sugar-sweetened 

beverages only would generate nearly $4 billion over the four financial years (24/25 - 27/28). Similar modelling by 

the Parliamentary Budget Office produced a figure of $1.4 bn in two years. Surveys indicate widespread support for 

such an important preventative health measure that has been adopted in over 120 countries. 

Introduce a tax on branded fast foods - $3 bn / yr 

Australians are spending an estimated $30 bn annually on branded fast food, which is a significant contributor to 

the obesity epidemic. A 10% increase on such foods would raise $3 bn per year and fund several of the key health-

promoting and health-prevention initiatives in this submission.  

Introduce a tax on ultra-processed foods - $1.1 bn / yr 

Over half the calories consumed by Australians now come from ultra-processed foods, according to important new 

research published in The Lancet. Australian households spend on average around $10,000 per year on food and 

consumption patterns suggest that 50-60% of that expenditure is now on ultra-processed and discretionary foods. 

According to the ABS, total household food retail expenditure reached nearly $15 bn in June 2025. Using 50% as a 

baseline, a 15% tax on ultra-processed foods would raise $1.1 bn / yr.  

https://reports.foodbank.org.au/foodbank-hunger-report-2025/
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/wealth-tax-australia-billionaires-oxfam/9wsstq0nw
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/wealth-tax-australia-billionaires-oxfam/9wsstq0nw
https://www.ama.com.au/sites/default/files/2024-02/A%20sweet%20deal%20-%20the%20case%20for%20taxing%20sugar-sweetened%20beverages.pdf
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/professional/sugary-drink-tax-could-raise-billions-parliamentar
https://www.obesityevidencehub.org.au/collections/prevention/the-case-for-a-tax-on-sweetened-sugary-drinks#:~:text=A%20recent%20study%20predicted%20that,year%20period%2C%20there%20could%20be:
https://www.obesityevidencehub.org.au/collections/prevention/countries-that-have-implemented-taxes-on-sugar-sweetened-beverages-ssbs
https://www.9news.com.au/national/fast-food-restaurants-australians-spend-2000-a-year/bcef27aa-8c25-4a59-a5ae-cf19cc6552d6
https://smc.org.au/news/half-of-what-aussies-eat-is-ultra-processed-food-and-its-bad-news-for-our-health#:~:text=According%20to%20a%20series%20of%20papers%20published,in:%20*%20Sugar%20*%20Salt%20*%20Fat
https://www.thelancet.com/series-do/ultra-processed-food
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/industry/retail-and-wholesale-trade/retail-trade-australia/latest-release

