The Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia

Report on food pricing and
food security in remote
Indigenous communities

House of Representatives
Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs

November 2020
Canberra




© Commonwealth of Australia 2020

ISBN 978-1-76092-186-6 (Printed version)

ISBN 978-1-76092-187-3 (HTML version)

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivs 3.0 Australia License.

(@0l

The details of this licence are available on the Creative Commons website:
http:/ /creativecommons.org /licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/au/.



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/au/

The Indigenous Affairs Committee acknowledges the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples of this nation and the traditional custodians of Country
throughout Australia. The Committee pays respects to ancestors and Elders past,
present, and future, and is committed to honouring Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples” unique cultural and spiritual relationships to land, waters and
seas.






Contents

CRAIP'S FOTEWOTT ...ttt iX
Membership of the COMMILEE ...........corirreee s Xiii
TEIrMS Of FEIEIEINCE ...ttt XV
List Of @DDIEVIALIONS ........oviiiicees s XVii
List Of reCOMMENAALIONS ... Xix

REPORT

1 INtrOdUCLION ... ————— 1
Conduct of the INQUIrY ... —————————— 2
No travel was possible due t0 the PandemiC..........ccccrrreeieiriinr e 2
Context and themES..........ccin i ———————————— 2
Previous reports on Indigenous food SECUTitY ... 3
Report structure and style...........ccconinnnnnn s ————— 4

2 Food pricing in remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities ..7

L0 T 7
IS price-gouging OCCUITING?.......cccourmsmsesmsmsmsmsmsesssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnnns 8
Definition of PriCe GOUGING......vvivieiieieisis e 8
Anecdotal evidence Of PriCe GOUGING .....c.cuevrurrriiuerriririririeieieisi e 8
Complaints to GOvernmMENt reguIALOrS.............ccuerriieer e 10
Oversight of food prices in remote Stores...........ovvnninn———— 11
SUPPHIET TEDALES ...t 13

Complaints MANAGEMENT ..........cuiiiiiieiire b 16



vi

The operating environment for remote community stores............ornnnninnnnnnn. 18
OVEIVIBW ...ttt s s s s e e e ettt s e s e s s s e 18
ManagemMENt MOUEIS..........ocviviiiiiiieieeee bbbt 19
OULDACK SEOTES ...ttt 20
Drivers of higher food prices in remote StOres ... 22
OVEIVIBW ...ttt 22
Remote community stores lack the buying power to access good wholesale prices................. 22
Remote supply chains are more fragile and more COStY..........cocoviieiinniniccccceis 23
The cold storage capacity of remote stores is often low and expensive to maintain ................. 27
Government SUDSIAIES ... ————— 31
Committee COMMENL..........ccciirc e ———————— 33
Governance and oversight of remote community stores...........ccccceiveennen 37
L0 T 37
Training and SUPPOIt ..o 41
Licensing of remote StOres ... —————— 43
Overview of exiting fraMEWOTKS ... 43
Northern Territory liCensing SChEME .......c.oovivririiiece e 44
Monitoring and oversight of remote StOreS ..........ccceieiiiiiiiee e 45
Improving monitoring and ICENCING..........c.euruiiiiieieiriree et 49
COMPELITION ...ttt bbbt re et se s st se et bene e 50
Committee COMMENL.........cccociiir 52

Food security in remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities57

L0 T 57
Food security during the COVID-19 pandemic...........ccuummmmnsnmsmsmsssssssssessssssssssssssssssssnes 58
The prevalence of food INSECUNItY ... —————— 65
Causes 0of fOOd INSECUNILY ........uveverenimns s —————— 66
OVEIVIBW ...ttt ettt bR R s s e e e ettt et et as s as s e 66
Remote First Nations communities have poorer access t0 food ..........ccccoevevvvviceveiecicrcenen 67
Food preparation and storage is challenging in remote communities...........ccoveieirvecienennn 69
Healthy and nutritious food options in remote COMMUNILIES ...........cceeeerriniiiecrcees 71
The consequences of food INSECUNILY .........cuvimiirirnn i ————— 75
PoOr health QUICOMES ..o e 75

Options for increasing local food production ... ———— 77



OVEIVIBW ...ttt 77
MATKEE GAIAENS .....viieeiice ettt 7
Meat and SEAF00M .........ooeiee e 79
Licences and food safety regulations ............cccoevviririiciciccccee e 80
Traditional fOOUS..........cueuiiieieer e 82
Remote community stores as an essential SErviCe ... 84
Committee COMMENL.........cccociir 85

APPENDICES

Appendix A — SUDMISSIONS ........ccceerernriierre e sne e 89
Appendix B — EXibits........cccoounnmrmnmnmmmnsssssssssssssss s sessssssesssns 95
Appendix C — Public hearings .........c.couvimmmnnnsnsssssssssssssss s ssssssens 97

Figure 1 Notice previously given to customers in the community store in Gununa, Qld................. 59






Chair’s foreword

In early 2020, while many Australians were watching toilet paper supplies
disappear from supermarket shelves, stories were emerging of people in remote
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities facing extremely high prices for
particular food and grocery items. News outlets reported an iceberg lettuce
costing $7.89 and a jar of coffee selling for $55.

This inquiry was initiated in response to those reports and to other long-standing
concerns regarding the availability and affordably of nutritious food in remote
communities.

While there was an answer to each of the reported prices, it also became clear that
these stories reflected a persisting disquiet regarding the supply of affordable,
nutritious, quality food in many remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities. That supply is tenuous and needs to be improved.

Food security issues for remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island communities
are not new. For many people living remotely, food security is an annual concern.
The supply of quality and affordable food is often unstable due to poor
infrastructure, seasonal changes and the high costs of living and operating stores
remotely.

Community stores are not a lucrative business. Stores are operating in situations
that are very difficult and where costs are much higher than in urban centres. A
broken fridge can’t be quickly and cheaply fixed when the closest fridge repair
person is located 200 kilometres up a 4-wheel-drive track. Goods can travel
halfway across the country before they arrive at the stores and there is a
substantial cost and fragility involved in food supply to remote places.

However, despite these challenges, the committee also learned that there is a very

good story to be told about what happened in remote communities this year
during the COVID-19 pandemic.



In March this year, bio-security zones were created to keep very vulnerable remote
communities safe from the coronavirus pandemic. Those bio-security zones meant
more people returning to live in remote communities without the capacity to
travel into regional centres for supplies. Population influx, coupled with state
border closures, heightened demand on stockpiles and social distancing affecting
manufacturing, put additional pressure on the already fragile supply chain.

With a potential new crisis emerging, industry, NGOs, communities and
governments of all stripes collaborated with stores to ensure food supply was
maintained despite these myriad pressures.

The advent of the Supermarket Taskforce and the Food Security Working Group
allowed for essential collaboration and solution-driven planning to occur. The
committee heard stories of food being donated, new initiatives like food baskets
being developed at pace and competitors helping one another remove blockages
to ensure the problems were resolved.

We have an opportunity to harness some of the lessons of the Supermarket
Taskforce and the Food Security Working Group and can build on the networks
and goodwill generated through that process. There is an opportunity to make
some important changes that could make a positive difference to the food security
and health outcomes experienced by people in remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities. This report recommends several measures to build on the
cooperative momentum of 2020.

We also recommend measures to support local food supply, to improve
governance and oversight and to ensure competition between management
groups continues.

Finally, it is important to acknowledge that this is the third time this matter has
been examined in recent years and none of those inquiries has resolved the
concerns about food prices and security that have been expressed.

Consequently, complaints concerning food pricing need to be examined by a body
that is equipped to do the thorough, forensic examination that will satisty the
public. That is why the Committee is recommending these matters be investigated
by the ACCC undertaking an enhanced market study which they have never done
in remote communities. In addition, real time price monitoring and much better
governance training at the local level should help bolster public confidence.

On behalf of the Committee, I would like to acknowledge and thank everyone
who has worked with us including those who made submissions and gave
evidence at hearings. Conducting this Inquiry was particularly challenging due to
our inability to travel but we were able to gather evidence from a wide range of
stakeholders including residents and business operators in remote communities.
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I hope this report leads to positive change.

Julian Leeser MP
Chair
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Terms of reference

The House Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs will inquire into and report
on the issue of food prices and food security in remote Indigenous communities
("Remote Communities").

The Inquiry will identify and report upon factors contributing to higher prices and
situations where prices are considered unreasonable and in particular investigate
whether there is price gouging in any remote community stores.

This investigation should pay particular attention to the availability and pricing of
fresh and healthy foods in remote community stores.

The Inquiry will also consider licensing and regulation as well as the governance
arrangements for remote community stores across Australia, and what action, if
any, that the Australian Government and State and Territory governments could
take to address price gouging in Remote communities.

The Inquiry should consider, report and where appropriate make
recommendations on:

1. The licensing and regulation requirements and administration of Remote
Community stores;

2. The governance arrangements for Remote Community stores;

3. Comparative pricing in other non-Indigenous remote communities and
regional centres;

4. Barriers facing residents in Remote Communities from having reliable access to
affordable fresh and healthy food, groceries and other essential supplies;

5. The availability and demand for locally produced food in Remote
Communities;
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6. The role of Australia's food and grocery manufacturers and suppliers in
ensuring adequate supply to Remote Communities, including:

7. identifying pathways towards greater cooperation in the sector to improve
supply;
a. the volume of production needed for Remote Communities;

b. challenges presented by the wet season in Northern Australia as well as any
locational disadvantages and transport infrastructure issues that might be
relevant;

c. geographic distance from major centres;

8. The effectiveness of federal, state and territory consumer protection laws and
regulators in:

a. supporting affordable food prices in Remote Communities particularly for
essential fresh and healthy foods;

b. addressing instances of price gouging in Remote Communities; and
c. providing oversight and avenues for redress;

9. Any other relevant factors.
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List of recommendations

Recommendation 1

The Committee recommends that the Treasurer direct the Australian
Competition and Consumer Commission to undertake an enhanced
market study into food and grocery prices in remote community stores.
This study should make recommendations about how to increase
competition in remote areas and put downward pressure on food prices.

The study should also identify better complaints handling mechanisms
for people in remote communities, any changes to the consumer
protection laws that might need to be made to address price gouging in
these communities, which the current laws do not address, and a
consideration of the impact, if any, of rebates.

The study should also recommend ways in which remote community
members can be better informed of their rights as consumers, especially
the right to make complaints.

Recommendation 2

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government establish a
real-time price monitoring and disclosure mechanism through a point of
sale data system across all remote community stores. Such a system
should allow for real time information about changes in price and
patterns of consumption and supply. The price monitoring system
should be reported and made publicly available by the NIAA.

Recommendation 3

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government investigate
the need for upgrading the infrastructure and shipping lanes in the
Torres Strait and coastal areas of the Northern Territory, and road
infrastructure into remote communities, to improve the supply of food to
remote First Nations communities.
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Recommendation 4

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government encourage
the establishment of more local distribution centres by wholesalers in
major regional centres closer to remote communities.

Recommendation 5

The Committee recommends that an independent review of the outcomes
and quality of governance training conducted by ORIC be undertaken so
that in future training be available in language, and that evidence be
collected that those who have completed the training actually understand
their duties and obligations as directors.

Completion of initial governance training and some level of continuing
professional development for directors and staff should also become part
of the national licensing scheme.

Recommendation 6
The Committee recommends that the Australian Government institute a
national scheme of licensing and inspection of remote community stores.
Recommendation 7

The Committee recommends that the Stronger Futures in the Northern
Territory Act 2012 be amended to remove the requirement that stores be
given notice before inspections.

Recommendation 8
The Committee recommends that remote stores provide material to
inform communities on their use of rebates.

Recommendation 9

The Committee recommends as a means of applying competitive
pressure that at the expiration of store managment contracts, new
contracts should ideally be open to competitive tender.

Recommendation 10

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government, in
partnership with the States and Territories and First Nations people,
develop a strategy for food security and nutrition for remote First
Nations communities.

Recommendation 11

The Committee recommends that the Food Security Working Group that
was established during the COVID-19 pandemic be maintained and
tasked with:
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B identifying improvements to the logistics of food and grocery
supply into remote communities

B assessing the viability of warehousing greater volumes of food and
groceries in more remote parts of the supply chain

B identifying ways to improve the replenishment cycle of food and
groceries in remote community stores

B ensuring food supply during pandemics, natural disasters and
seasonal changes

B identifying ways which the major supermarket chains can help
play a role in driving down food prices and guaranteeing supply for
remote communities

B identifying ways in which Outback Stores might assist
independent community stores with the supply of food and grocery
stock.
Recommendation 12
The Committee recommends that the Australian Government support
local food production in remote communities to meet food safety
standards and other regulations in order to encourage the greater use of
locally sourced food.
Recommendation 13
The Committee recommends that the Australian Government introduce a
remote community competitive grants program, with a focus on:
B access and continuity of power

B improving cold and dry storage in communities

B promoting and supporting local food production schemes such as
mobile abattoirs, fishing enterprises and community gardens.

Recommendation 14

The Committee recommends that community stores be eligible to access
and apply for any grants that might be available to other essential
services in remote communities.

Recommendation 15

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government consult
with the relevant State and Territory Government agencies to develop
solutions to deliver reliable electricity to remote communities.
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Recommendation 16

The Committee recommends that the NIAA consult with the relevant
stakeholders to ensure that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
residents of town camps can receive food deliveries from supermarkets
in their vicinity.



