Food for Thought
Our food system and why it needs to change

What is a food system
Food system: the sum of actors and interactions across the
entire food chain
Inputs e.g. seeds, farming technology, farms
themselves
Production processes like transport, processing,
distributing and selling
Food environment: restaurants, supermarkets, homes
Waste disposal
Policy environment that surround the chain
The policy environment consists of politics, cultural
norms, technology innovations, social and economic
factors, climate and natural environment. These
elements reinforce and influence one another in a
continual, multi-directional flow.

Changes to the Global Food System
Until now, humans have eaten and co-existed with the
natural environmental balance. For instance, the diets of First
Nations communities maintained human health and biodiverse
ecosystems across Australia. Aboriginal Australians ate food that
was in season, didn’t waste food, made sure to have balanced and
diverse diets. As a result, they were generally free of diet related
diseases like type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular diseases.

Food systems are now a series of complex and
interrelated relationships across the globe, which
constantly expand to feed the population. We now
have 7.7 billion people to feed.

Corporate Food System
The modern industrial food system consists of often global supply
chains, commodification of food and highly concentrated markets.
Agriculture funding and food production has also been increasingly
dominated by large financial transnational actors. These include
banks, institutional investors, and Silicon Valley investors. They
have a growing role in what foods are produced and how.
The Corporate Food System has increased
access to safe foods and has provided a steady
availability of food all-year-round. However, the
model is not environmentally sustainable and
has increasingly contributed to major social
inequity and major public health issues. For
instance, the most recent IPCC report included
a section entirely dedicated to the effects of
agriculture on climate change

Example: Global Value Chain of Nutella
Ingredient sourcing, processing and
packaging span across a range of different
countries before the final product is
distributed all over the world. The profits are,
however, not shared equitable across these
countries or their workers. The majority is
directed towards Nutella’s parent company
the Ferrero Group.

Ultra-processed food
The main outputs of the Corporate Food System are
“ultra-processed foods”. Ultra-processed foods are
industrial formulations made from industrial
ingredients e.g. hydrogenated oils, protein isolates.
They have poor nutrient profiles e.g. are high in fat, sugar
and salt, and low in fibre and micronutrients that keep us
healthy. The level of processing is harmful to human
health. Despite this, in Australia an estimated 40% of our
average energy intake comes from ultra-processed food.

As well as being bad for your health, the
processes involved in making, distributing, and
disposing of ultra-processed food are harmful to
our planet. There is a bidirectional relationship
where the greater pressure these processes
place on the environment, the more the Earth’s
capacity to make food is impacted. More greenhouse gas
emissions into the atmosphere leads to increased temperatures
and catastrophic weather events that leads to reduced crop
yield and quality and harm to livestock.

Supply chain
18%

Greenhouse Gas Emissions
Food production accounts for 13% of all of Australia’s
emissions, over ¼ of global emissions
Livestock and fisheries are the biggest emitters –
31% of food emissions
Crop production – 27%
Land Conversion (geographical areas changed for
agricultural purposes e.g. deforestation) – 24%
Supply chain (e.g. transport, packaging, processing,
retail) – 18%

Livestock &
fisheries
31%

Crop
production
27%

Red meat is responsible for the proportion level of
greenhouse gas emissions, mainly of methane. Methane
is considered the most potent greenhouse gas. It is also
produced by food waste sent to landfill

Land use
24%

FACT: if food waste was its own country it would be the
3rd biggest emitter after the USA and China
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Impacts of our food system

Land use
50% of the earth’s
habitable land is used for
food production and
agriculture. There is also a
highly unequal distribution
of this land between
livestock and crops for
human consumption.

Livestock: meat and dairy
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40 million km2
Including grazing land for animals and arable
land used for animal feed production
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Livestock accounts for 77% of all global
farming land despite only producing 18% of
the world’s calories and 37% of the world’s
protein.

Water use
70% of all global freshwater withdrawals used for agriculture.
Once again dairy cattle and cattle for beef are the largest
consumers
Vegetables, fruit, nuts and wine
9%
Cereals and beer
11%

Coffee, tea, cocoa and tobacco
8%

Animal products
53%

Sugars and sweetners
5%
Oilseed crops and oils
8%
Other crops
6%

Loss of biodiversity
Agriculture is the primary driver of biodiversity loss
globally. Agriculture alone was the identified threat
to 24,000 of 28,000 species at risk of extinction
(86% of all species at risk). The global rate of
species extinction today higher than the average
rate over the past 10 million years.
Land is cleared and used to make only a few types of both livestock
(namely cow, sheep, pig and chicken meat) and crops (primarily
wheat, rice and corn). The output has
extremely low diversity and is intensively
farmed to produce large amounts quickly
Cheaper to make food in high volumes,
assess quality – commonly used for ultraprocessed food
Low diversity of monocrops, farmed
intensively – high amounts one crop at a
time
Pollution
Our global food system is responsible for the pollution of
waterways, air and ecosystems, and has contributed to
antibiotic resistance due to treatment of livestock. Some
examples of the causes of pollution include by run-off from
industrial meat production, pesticides and chemical inputs, and
eutrophication from aquaculture or farmed fish production.

What does this mean for us?
Future food systems and food security: production
challenged by shorter growing seasons, changing
rainfall patterns, rising sea levels which impact on the
quality of crops and food output
Vulnerable populations: higher food insecurity rates,
higher proportion of your income spent on food
Human health: reduced air and water
quality, higher temperatures, reduced safe
living conditions
Pandemic risks: novel zoonotic diseases e.g.
COVID19 propelled by climate driven
changes and environmental stress on
wildlife populations
Environmental and climate instability

Equity in our food systems: who will be
most affected
Populations experiencing
socioeconomic disadvantage
ATSI peoples
People experiencing
homelessness
People living in rural and
remote areas
Elderly people

People who already
experience food
insecurity
Farmers and agricultural
producers
Animals and natural
habitats

Further Reading
www.hfsaustralia.org - Healthy
Food Systems Australia
www.climatecouncil.org.au/resou
rces/infographic-impacts-climatechange-food-system/- Climate
Council – Climate change + the
Food System
https://www.phaa.net.au/documents/item/5253 - PHAA
Policy Position Statement: “The Food System, Diet, and the
Environment”
https://www.phaa.net.au/documents/item/5251 - PHAA
Policy Position Statement: “Climate Disruption, the Food
System, and Food Security”
This resource was adapted from the Eating for Climate and
Health Webinar by Kate Sievert, founder of Healthy Food
Systems Australia and PhD candidate at Deakin University.

