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Background Paper 5: Food 

What was said during Time to Talk  
Canberra 2030
The Time to Talk Canberra 2030 community engagement gave a high 
priority to the sustainable delivery of essential life support functions, 
such as food, water and power. The future scenario for Canberra 
included an aspiration for more community gardens, envisaged as 
one part of a network of outdoor places where residents can meet, 
socialise and exercise. 

Definition of the issue
Food is defined as ‘Any solid or liquid material consumed by a 
living organism to supply energy, and build and replace tissue.’1 
However, food has a wide range of physical, social, cultural and 
political meanings. The production, acquisition and distribution 
of food has played a central role throughout human history.2 
Current local, national and international concerns include food 
ethics, food security and the environmental consequences of how 
food is produced – for example organic growing practices, genetic 
modification, providing food for a growing population, and the 
husbandry and preparation of animals for meat.

Role of strategic land use planning
Strategic land use planning has a role in protecting high quality 
agricultural lands from competing land uses. It recognises that 
land is a non renewable, finite resource. Land use planning 
requires a regional perspective, with planners looking at the 
changes occurring in the peri-urban area surrounding the city, 
where typically much food production occurs.

Planning can also provide opportunities for localised food 
production ventures, such as city farms, farmers markets, 
community gardens or allotments, school kitchen gardens or other 
commercial intensive horticultural businesses.

What issues does the ACT Planning Strategy 
need to consider?
Community awareness of food issues has risen substantially since 
the Canberra Spatial Plan was completed in 2004. This awareness 
has engendered continued support for farmers markets, community 
gardening and food programs at schools, such as kitchen gardens.

Strategic land use planning in the ACT and surrounding region needs 
to recognise, as a priority, the value of high agricultural quality land 
and preserve it from other uses such as residential development.

Environmental considerations  

Canberra’s most recent ecological footprint showed that food 
comprises 6% of the total contribution to the eco-footprint of its 
citizens.3 This relates to the amount of water, land and energy 
required to produce and transport the food and the greenhouse 
gas emissions released.

Carbon emissions refers to the amount of fossil fuel energy that 
it takes to produce and transport food. Modern food production 
is highly mechanised and consumes fertilisers and other products 
derived from or with a high reliance on oil. 

Food is also transported over considerable distances. ‘Food miles’ 
is the number of kilometres a food travels by the time it gets to a 
consumer’s plate. Before criticising food miles, consumers need to 
look at the overall carbon footprint of alternatives. For example, a 
joint New Zealand/English study comparing the energy intensity of 
four common foods (lamb, dairy, apples and onions) found it was 
more carbon efficient to import into the United Kingdom three of 
the four foods studied. 

‘Embodied water’ refers to the water used in creating all products 
including food. Water is used to grow, wash and process food.  
A study focussed on Melbourne showed ‘for every litre of water 
consumed directly in the average Melbourne household, nine 
more litres are consumed indirectly through the water used to 
produce food.’4 While acknowledging the intricacies of water 
trading and the differences between urban and irrigation water, 
this study suggested that making different food choices could save 
far more water than any direct savings in the home such as shorter 
showers. For example, some foods are produced through intensive 
farming that uses significant amounts of water to either irrigate 
fields for animals to eat, or crops to be harvested. 

Studies in the United States of America found ‘per capita food 
waste has progressively increased by approximately 50% since 
1974 reaching more than 1400 kcal per person per day or 150 
trillion kcal per year. Food waste now accounts for more than one 
quarter of the total freshwater consumption and approximately 
300 million barrels of oil per year’.5  
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Land degradation and contaminated runoff are major impacts of 
some food production. Data presented in [the National] State of 
the Environment Report 2001 (SOE) shows that annual soil loss 
is commonly greater than one tonne per hectare across most of 
Australia.6 CSIRO research to track the pathways of insecticides 
and fungicides into river systems suggests the only viable means 
of control is to use less. The increasing consumer interest in 
organically produced food is reflective of these issues being of 
wide general concern.7

Social considerations

A wide range of concerns centre on how food production systems 
impact on our society. These are multifaceted and interrelated and 
include, but are not limited to: 

�� the separation of consumers from producers and subsequent lack 
of understanding of the source of food and how it is produced

�� the viability of local communities and retailers and

�� the health effects of diets high in processed foods, such as 
obesity and type 2 diabetes.

Until the late 1960s, Canberra had a higher degree of local food 
production than at present. This was focussed on the fertile 
alluvial soils of the Molonglo River, such as at Pialligo. In its first 
decades, the Federal Government was concerned that the capital 
be self sufficient in food and specified that vegetable growing 
should be undertaken on some leases in Pialligo. Dairying was also 
a significant use, providing residents with fresh local milk.8    

There is significant evidence from Australia and around the world 
that local food production in community gardens has social 
benefits. A small study from Melbourne showed that participants 
widened their capacity to access social support (having people to 
turn to in times of crisis) and grew their social connections (the 
development of social bonds and networks).9 Gardens can also 
increase exercise, improve nutrition and foster learning.10 

Economic considerations

Many of the issues around food have economic dimensions. ACT 
agricultural production was valued at $17m in 2006 with 45,000ha 
of identified agricultural land.11 Local food production can increase 
local job opportunities and help diversify economies, for example 
the agribusiness and tourism of Canberra District wineries. 

Some people have concerns about the increasing concentration 
of food production into large corporations. For example, it has 
been estimated that forty cents of every dollar spent in Australia 
currently ends up in the accounts of the two major supermarket 
chains and their subsidiaries.12 

A different perspective is that environmental concerns are driving 
change, with organically produced food commanding a bigger 
market share due to concerns over the health impacts of pesticides. 

Local farmers markets, such as the Capital Region Farmers Market, 
provide opportunities for direct sale of locally produced food.

Opportunities for local food production 

Local food production is a complex matter. Issues concerning the 
local food economy are linked to:

�� consideration of the Territory’s ecological footprint

�� the real environmental and economic costs of where 
Canberra’s food is sourced

�� the extent of a regional definition of local food production 
catchment 

�� food security

�� other means available for local food systems (such as city 
farms, farmers markets, community supported agricultural 
enterprises, direct farm sales).

Consideration of Canberra’s local food production needs to have a 
regional perspective.

The evaluation of the Spatial Plan’s goals showed areas where 
incorporation of food production could make a contribution 
to wider social goals. Food production requires exercise, social 
interaction and being outside, so it fits well with the goal of having 
a healthy community. There may also be some benefits in reducing 
food miles for at least some food items, having an indirect effect 
on transport emissions. Local food production is an active research 
area at both the Fenner School at ANU and the University of 
Canberra; this provides future opportunities for collaboration.

Opportunities for food production

Urban agriculture is increasingly being debated as a partial 
solution to food security issues. The term urban agriculture covers 
many different ways of producing food in cities, including: 

�� back yard production

�� regional or local cooperatives

�� food species as public planting 

�� community gardens

�� verge gardens

�� roof-top gardens

�� city farms.

Community gardens are frequently advocated as one solution to 
the perceived triple bottom line (i.e. achievement of beneficial 
social, environmental and economic goals simultaneously) issues 
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with food production.13 There are almost 20 community gardens 
in the ACT, with several more proposed, and many kitchen gardens 
are associated with schools. The gardens have a relatively good 
profile due to the activity of the Canberra Organic Growers Society, 
which operates 13 gardens in Canberra/Queanbeyan. The ACT 
Government is currently implementing a range of initiatives to 
support community gardens in the ACT.

Other factors in making urban agriculture a viable proposition 
include the biophysical parameters such as the location of 
good quality soil and availability of seasonal water, and social 
parameters such as horticultural knowledge. Relatively few people 
know how to grow plants the way previous generations might 
have, when home grown food was the basis of the family diet. 

Things to think about
Planning in the ACT has historically separated land uses. Primary 
production was separated as the land use function that guaranteed 
the landscape setting of the city. Today there seems to be widespread 
community support for greater food production at the local level, 
but this does not solve the question of location and implementation. 
Should it be distributed through the city and adjacent to homes, or 
should it remain separated in a specific land use? 

The ACT and region has diverse agricultural production of food 
and fibre such as wine, wool and wheat, timber from pine trees, 
beef, lamb, and fish. Increasingly, agricultural land is taken for 
human settlement, displacing production. To ensure food security, 
a regional perspective in conserving the best agricultural lands for 
food production needs to be taken.

An alternative approach is to seek multiple ways of producing food 
locally, using the precious fertile soil, a non renewable resource, 
and in greenhouses on industrial land. Intensive horticulture has 
high capability to be distributed through the city at different scales 
and different forms. 

Integrating food production into our gardens and public places 
could become a higher priority to be supported than it has been  
in recent years.

Given the complex range of factors to be considered regarding 
food in the ACT, there is great benefit for further research to 
identify the current situation and articulate possible future 
planning opportunities taking an integrated systems approach in 
all considerations.
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Further reading
For nutrition information provided by the Federal government: 
	 �http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/

health-pubhlth-strateg-food-resources.htm

For Australian government research into food production  
	 http://www.csiro.au/science/Farming-Food.html 

For nutrition information provided by the ACT government: 
	� http://health.act.gov.au/health-services/community-health/

community-health-services/nutrition/

For information about Canberra’s community gardens: 
	 http://www.cogs.asn.au/

For information on Canberra’s farmers market: 
	 http://www.capitalregionfarmersmarket.com.au/

For general information about local food try: 
	 http://slowfoodaustralia.com.au/
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