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Address to the Committee Secretary
The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs.
We welcome a parliamentary inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote
Indigenous communities. This submission has been prepared to address points 5 and 6 in
the Terms of Reference:
• barriers facing residents in remote communities from having reliable access to affordable
fresh and healthy food, groceries and other essential supplies
• the availability and demand for locally produced food in remote communities.
Addressing the challenge of food security in remote communities has been our chief focus
at Food Ladder. Over the past 12 years we have finessed a multidisciplinary model of social
enterprise that empowers communities to own and drive their own Food Ladder enterprise
to deliver nutrition, education and employment outcomes locally.
We have done so by consistently creating partnerships at a grassroots level and ensuring
meaningful and longstanding outcomes for the communities that we are committed to
supporting. The benefits of Food Ladder's program have travelled from community to
community along song lines and as such we have been met with a flood of requests for Food
Ladder in all states and territories. As such we have been building our strategy for scale so
that we can meet this demand.
Our response notes the three main contributors to food security in remote communities
are:
1) Healthy food is inaccessible
2) Healthy food is unaffordable
3) Healthy food habits have deteriorated
Meanwhile from a social cohesion perspective, remote communities suffer from the
following challenges which are compounded by poor nutrition and food security:
1) High rates of chronic disease
2) Poor educational engagement and retention
3) Poor employment and vocational training
We are concerned that the inquiry will result in food subsidies which will create the illusion
of a fix to food security. However, we believe what is needed in communities is fresh,
nutrient-dense fruit and vegetables not more, cheap food of poor quality.
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As such we propose:
What-ever can be grown on community, by the community, should be with the aid of
appropriate hydroponic agri-tech and support of a multidisciplinary program. In our
experience this;
1) Increases the availability and nutritional value of the food
2) Reduces the cost of food for the local stores
3) Improves attitudes and healthy eating practices
Incorporating indigenous bush foods into the enterprise and ancillary Food Ladder programs
such 'mums and bubs healthy eating workshops', accredited training for school leavers,
STEM aligned curriculum resources for teachers and developing offtake agreements with
local retailers, coalesce to ensure the shared ownership of the enterprise by the community
and the longevity of the initiative.
The Closing the Gap framework was established in 2008 to address indigenous disadvantage
but progress has been painfully slow and meaningful outcomes have been scant. With
COVID19 now putting our oldest surviving culture under even greater threat, it has never
been more pressing that we implement solutions that provides agency as well as sustainable
and outcomes swiftly.
I would welcome the opportunity to present to the committee and hope that as a result of
this inquiry Food Ladder is able to play a role in implementing a proven and practical
solution in partnership with remote indigenous communities.
Sincerely,

Kelly McJannett
CEO
Food Ladder
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Background on Food Ladder
Food Ladder (previously named Fair Business) is a not-for-profit organisation with a 12-year
track record of creating and nurturing social enterprises until they are self-sufficient. All of
these enterprises are profitable today, employing single mothers, social housing tenants
and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. One of the enterprises has an annual
turnover of close to $1 million.
Food Ladder’s focus is on building, developing and supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander organisations in remote and regional communities. Bringing about pragmatic,
community-led, self-sustaining solutions to the food security crises.
While recognising the scale and complexity of addressing the Indigenous Health Gap, Food
Ladder has taken the approach of implementing foundational life-supporting infrastructure
and skills development: ‘fixing what is fundamental, and eminently fixable’. Starting with
the sustainable supply of affordable, fresh and healthy food, and working with community
to encourage them to eat it. Food Ladder has a proven, place-based and multi-disciplinary
approach to addressing food security in communities that creates economic uplift, social
cohesion and behavioural change in eating practices. Food Ladder projects are owned and
operated by the remote communities themselves yet benefit from the ongoing, free
support, resources and intellectual property developed by Food Ladder since its inception.
Simply; localised food infrastructure, such as a hydroponic greenhouse, available in each
and every community combined with expert horticultural and social enterprise
development support.
Food Ladder’s mission:
“Empowering future generations to grow food in the community, to improve nutrition
whilst protecting the environment and enhancing the local economy.”
Is evidenced in its legacy of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander remote communities that
have been energised and empowered to achieve a culture of healthy eating and improved
nutrition through economic development and active community engagement.
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Above: Ready for market. Fresh food boxes being prepared for delivery to community.

Social issues being addressed by Food Ladder’s food
security solution
The Closing the Gap framework was established in 2008 to address extreme levels of
Indigenous disadvantage in Australia. While there are many programs seeking to address
the disadvantages experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, the
progress has been slow and the evidence of tangible and meaningful outcomes has been
light.1 Despite improvements in some areas, 12 years later there are still significant gaps in
the areas of food security, nutrition, health, education and employment outcomes, amongst
others. Each of these factors interact to perpetuate a downward spiral of intergenerational
disadvantage amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations.

1
Sara Hudson, Mapping the indigenous program and funding maze, Centre for Independent Studies Research
Report 18, 2016.
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Poor food security in remote communities
The key emphasis of the Food Ladder Program is to address malnutrition and food insecurity
in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Food insecurity comes from a
combination of inaccessibility, unaffordability and poor quality of healthy and nutritious
foods. These issues are evidenced in many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities
but are particularly acute in remote communities.

Healthy food is inaccessible
The availability, variety and quality of nutritious foods including fruit and vegetables is
poorer in remote Indigenous communities than in major cities.2 Single supply sources, stock
management practices, carrying capacity of the store, delivery delays, consumer demand,
road conditions and weather all impact on availability. The long delivery distances mean the
shelf life of fresh vegetables is often as short as two days, making them lower in nutritional
content and an unappealing purchase.3

Healthy food is unaffordable
In 2012-13, 22% of Indigenous Australians reported running out of food over the previous
12 months, compared to 4% of non-Indigenous Australians. This rose to 31% for those living
in remote areas.4 In 2014, Indigenous Australians were seven times as likely as nonIndigenous Australians to go without food due to financial constraints.5
In 2014, purchasing a Healthy Food Access Basket for a six person household required 30.3%
of the household income in very remote areas, compared to 23.9% in major cities.6 In 201415, the median real equivalised gross weekly household (EGWH) income for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander households in very remote areas was $398, compared to $633 in
major cities,7 with remote regions also having higher food prices.

Healthy food habits have deteriorated
Knowledge of the pre-colonial Indigenous diet - which was nutrient rich and fundamental to
cultural-identity - has gradually been lost to the present-day energy-dense Westernised diet
high in salt, fat and refined sugars. Those Westernised diets are now being maintained
through social disadvantage.8 Research suggests disempowerment and a lack of confidence
2

Council of Australian Governments. ‘National strategy for food security in remote indigenous communities’.
COAG. (2009): http://www healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/key-resources/programs-projects?pid=2447
3
Council of Australian Governments. ‘National strategy for food security in remote indigenous communities’.
COAG. (2009): http://www healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/key-resources/programs-projects?pid=2447
4
Australian Bureau of Statistics. ‘Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey: Nutrition
Results - Food and Nutrients, 2012–13’. ABS cat, no. 4727.0.55.005 (2015)
5
Australian Government, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Performance Framework, 2014,
https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/indigenous/Health-Performance-Framework-2014/tier2-determinants-health/219-dietary-behaviours html
6
2014 Health Food Access Market Survey, Queendland, https://www health.qld.gov.au/researchreports/reports/public-health/food-nutrition/access/affordability
7
Productivity Commision, Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2016, Ch 4
8
Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of nutrition among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian
Indigenous HealthInfoNet, http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition review 2017.pdf; Eirik
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amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander adults in remote communities to make
informed food choices.9
In 2012-13, 41% of the daily energy intake amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities came from unhealthy ‘discretionary’ foods and drinks that are high in
saturated fat, added sugar, salt and/or alcohol (‘junk’ foods), compared to 35% among nonIndigenous Australians.10
Only 8% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people met the vegetable intake
recommended in the Australian Dietary Guidelines, with mean reported vegetable intake
being less than a third of the recommended amount.11 And only 54% of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people met the fruit intake recommended in the Australian Dietary
Guidelines, with mean reported fruit intake being around half the recommended amount.12
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children have been estimated to be 50% more likely to
be overweight or obese compared to non-Indigenous children.13

High rates of chronic disease
Dietary factors account for almost 10% of the total disease burden in Indigenous
Australians, and are a key risk factor for Type 2 diabetes.14 In particular, it is well understood
that poor nutrition for children, especially in the first 1000 days of life, can have critical,
lifelong, impacts on cognitive development, school engagement, employment and financial
security.15

Saethre. ‘Nutrition, Economics and Food Distribution in an Australian Aboriginal Community’, Anthropological Forum 15, no: 2 (2006):
151 – 169.
9
Jane Brimblecombe, Elaine Maypilama, Susan Colles, Maria Scarlett, Joanna Garnggulkpuy Dhurrkay, Jan Ritchie, J, & Kerin O’Dea.
‘Factors Influencing Food Choice in an Australian Aboriginal Community’, Qualitative Health Research 24, no: 3 (2014): 393; Susan L.
Colles, Elaine Maypilama, and Julie Brimblecombe. ‘Food, food choice and nutrition promotion in a remote Australian Aboriginal
community’. Australian Journal of Primary Health 20, no: 3 (February 2014): 365-72.
10
Australian Bureau of Statistics (4727.0.55.005), Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey: Nutritional Results Food and Nutrients, 2012-13; Australian Bureau of Statistics (4727.0.55.008), Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
Survey: Consumption of Food Groups from the Australian Dietary Guidelines - Australia, 2012-13; Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of
nutrition among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet,
http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition review 2017.pdf;
11
Australian Bureau of Statistics (4727.0.55.005), Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey: Nutritional Results Food and Nutrients, 2012-13; Australian Bureau of Statistics (4727.0.55.008), Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
Survey: Consumption of Food Groups from the Australian Dietary Guidelines - Australia, 2012-13; Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of
nutrition among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet,
http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition review 2017.pdf;
12
Australian Bureau of Statistics (4727.0.55.005), Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey: Nutritional Results Food and Nutrients, 2012-13; Australian Bureau of Statistics (4727.0.55.008), Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
Survey: Consumption of Food Groups from the Australian Dietary Guidelines - Australia, 2012-13; Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of
nutrition among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet,
http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition review 2017.pdf;
13
Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of nutrition among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet,
http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition_review_2017.pdf
14
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2016. Australian Burden of Disease Study: Impact and causes of illness and death in Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people 2011. Australian Burden of Disease Study series no. 6. Cat. no. BOD 7. Canberra: AIHW; Australian
Government, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Performance Framework, 2014,
https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/indigenous/Health-Performance-Framework-2014/tier-2-determinants-health/219dietary-behaviours.html
15
See, for example, Save the Children, Nutrition in the first 1000 days, State of the World’s Mothers 2012,
https://www.savethechildren.nl/sci-nl/media/Save-the-children/PDF/Save-rapport-_-State-of-the-World-s-Mothers-2012-Nutrition-in-theFirst-1000-days.pdf
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Indigenous Australians are five times more likely than non-Indigenous Australians to die or
suffer ill health from diabetes and other endocrine diseases.16 In 2006–11, Indigenous
children aged 10–14 years were eight times more likely to have Type 2 diabetes as nonIndigenous children.17 The incidence of diabetes increases with the level of remoteness with
a rate of 22.8% in very remote areas, 17.8% in remote areas, 11.9% in outer regional areas,
8.6% in inner regional areas and 8.3% in metropolitan areas.18
Indigenous Australians are seven
times more likely to die or suffer ill
health from kidney and urinary
diseases, and 1.6 times more likely to
die from cardiovascular disease than
other Australians (19% of the disease
cost burden).19 Infant and congenital
conditions cause one-third of the
health gap in children aged 0-14
years.
In 2014, 10.5% of babies born to
Indigenous mothers were low
birthweight, twice the nonIndigenous rate.20 Low birthweight
increases the rate of acute infection,
the risk of dying in the first year of
life, ill-health in childhood and the
development of chronic disease as
adults, including Type 2 diabetes,
cardiovascular disease, high blood
pressure and kidney disease.21
Right: children harvest produce from Food Ladder
systems to take home to their families, resulting in
behavioural change in healthy eating practices

16
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2016. Australian Burden of Disease Study: Impact and causes of
illness and death in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 2011. Australian Burden of Disease Study
series no. 6. Cat. no. BOD 7. Canberra: AIHW.
17
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2014d. Type 2 diabetes in Australia's children and young people: a
working paper, Diabetes series 21, Cat. no. CVD 64, AIHW: Canberra
18
Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council, 2017, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
Performance Framework 2017 Report, AHMAC, Canberra
19
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2016. Australian Burden of Disease Study: Impact and causes of
illness and death in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 2011. Australian Burden of Disease Study
series no. 6. Cat. no. BOD 7. Canberra: AIHW; Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of nutrition among Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet,
http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition_review_2017.pdf
20
Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council, 2017, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
Performance Framework 2017 Report, AHMAC, Canberra, p41.
21
Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council, 2017, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
Performance Framework 2017 Report, AHMAC, Canberra; Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of nutrition among
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet,
http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition_review_2017.pdf
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A 2013 study found that 86% of infants in remote Indigenous communities experienced
growth faltering and 68% of infants were anaemic between six and twelve months of age.22
Iron deficiency is the leading risk factor for disease in zero to 14-year-old Indigenous
children.23 Anaemia is also associated with negative impacts on physical and cognitive
development during the early years and can reduce potential for educational attainment
later in life.24

Poor educational engagement and retention rates
Poor educational engagement is a key social determinant of poor health. For example, rates
of diabetes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders were lower for those who finished
school in Year 12 (7%), compared with Year 9 or below (23%).25 Educational engagement
has a significant impact on employment and justice outcomes, as described below.
The school attendance rate for Indigenous students in very remote areas in 2017 was 64.6%,
with a gap of 26.3% compared to non-Indigenous students.26 Only 48.8% of Indigenous
students attended school 90% or more of the time in Semester 1, 2017, compared to 77.1%
of all students.27 In 2015 in NSW the average figure for attendance rates greater than 90%,
was 61.5% compared to 81% for non-Indigenous students. In Queensland, the average
figure was 53.3% for Indigenous students compared to 77.8 for non-indigenous.28
The apparent retention rate from Year 10 to Year 12 for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students was 60.6%, compared to 83.8% for non-Indigenous Australians in 2015. In NSW the
figure was 49.3% and in Queensland, 72.4%.29 Only 65.3% of Indigenous 20 to 24-year-olds
in 2016 had completed Year 12, compared to 89.1% of non-Indigenous Australians.30

22

Bar-Zeev et al, 2013. Adherence to management guidelines for growth faltering and anaemia in remote
dwelling Australian aboriginal infants and barriers to health service delivery, BMC Health Services Research,
Bio Med Central. Accessed online. http://www.amsant.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Anaemia-andgrowth-faltering-management.-2013.pdf
23
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2016. Australian Burden of Disease Study: Impact and causes of
illness and death in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 2011. Australian Burden of Disease Study
series no. 6. Cat. no. BOD 7. Canberra: AIHW.
24
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2016. Australian Burden of Disease Study: Impact and causes of
illness and death in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 2011. Australian Burden of Disease Study
series no. 6. Cat. no. BOD 7. Canberra: AIHW; Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of nutrition among Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet,
http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition_review_2017.pdf
25
Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council, 2017, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
Performance Framework 2017 Report, AHMAC, Canberra
26
Australian Government, 2018 Prime Minister’s Report on Closing the Gap; Productivity Commision,
Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2016, Ch 4
27
Australian Government, 2018 Prime Minister’s Report on Closing the Gap
28
Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, National Report on Schooling in Australia 2015.
29
Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, National Report on Schooling in Australia 2015.
30
Australian Government, 2018 Prime Minister’s Report on Closing the Gap.
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Poor employment and participation rates in vocational training
Unemployment, and particularly intergenerational unemployment, is also a social
determinant of poor health outcomes. Participation in further training is shown to positively
influence a person’s employment prospects.
The unemployment rate for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people of working age was
18.4%, 2.7 times the non-Indigenous unemployment rate of 6.8%, in 2016. The participation
rate was 57.1%, compared with 77% for the non-Indigenous population.31
In 2014-15, just 42.4% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians aged 17–24 years
were participating in post-school education or training or were employed, compared with
73.8% of non-Indigenous 17 to 24-year-olds. In very remote areas, the number reduced to
14.6%.32 Only one-third of the Not in Education Employment or Training (NEET) cohort were
actively looking for work at the time.33
In 2014-15, only 46.8% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians aged 20–64 years
either had a Certificate level III or above or were studying, compared to 70% of nonIndigenous 20 to 64-year-olds.34
BELOW: Food Ladder systems transform inhospitable environments into lush, high yield healthy hubs. The below Food Ladder is cyclone
rated to category 40. At Food Ladder we believe geographical isolation doesn’t need to result in malnutrition.

31

Australian Government, 2018 Prime Minister’s Report on Closing the Gap.
Productivity Commision, Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2016, Ch 7
33
Australian Government, 2018 Prime Minister’s Report on Closing the Gap.
34
Productivity Commision, Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2016, Ch 4
32
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Food Ladder’s recommendation to the Chief Inquirer
The cost of food in remote communities is a function of the economic influences at play
between suppliers, the store owner, the traditional owners and Indigenous corporations in
the community and the index of remoteness.
The references listed in the inquiry outline, suggest that food subsidies will be a likely
outcome of this investigation. Reducing the cost of food however does not necessarily mean
that:
1) Fresh fruit and vegetables available in remote communities will be more
plentiful and of improved nutritional value.
2) Healthy eating practices will be adopted and maintained by people living in
remote Indigenous communities.
Food Ladder’s track record in this space demonstrates that having a multidisciplinary, placebased solution, which creates agency for communities over the growing of nutrient dense
food as well as social, economic and education outcomes creates long standing change and
uplift in health.
Food Ladder believes that if fresh food can be grown in communities through appropriate
infrastructure and proven multi-disciplinary programs, then it should be.
This extends beyond typical fruit and vegetables found in major grocery outlets to
Indigenous bush foods that have both a cultural importance and genetic benefit to
Indigenous and Torres Strait Islander peoples. In Food Ladder’s experience the
incorporation of Indigenous bush foods in the output of fruits and vegetables grown in Food
Ladder systems positively impacts engagement and increases consumption of the fresh,
nutrient dense produce.
It is not reasonable to expect Indigenous health to improve in remote communities if there
is not a consistent supply of fresh, nutrient dense fruit and vegetables available. Nor is it
reasonable to expect improvements to food security without place-based enterprises that
are designed for long term sustainability and are done so in partnership with the indigenous
communities themselves. This is Food Ladder’s evidence-based position.
Food Ladder transforms some of the longest supply chains in the world to the shortest and
exponentially:
1) increases the shelf life of perishable food item and nutritional value of produce
2) reduces costs for the local stores
3) creates social enterprise with multidisciplinary outcomes (education, employment,
health)
4) changes attitudes towards healthy eating for improved health, long term
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Program design
What does the program look like?
The Food Ladder program is a place-based approach encompassing both a product and free
service to addressing health, education and economic development outcomes for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people. The heart of the program lies in the creation of a
sustainable, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander owned and run social enterprise designed
to address food security in disadvantaged communities. The Food Ladder team introduces
assets, processes and capabilities to a local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander partner
organisation, helps to build their capacity and guides the enterprise towards profitability
and community engagement, leaving a sustainable food security system.
Simply this is the provision of localised food infrastructure, like a hydroponic greenhouse,
available in each and every community combined with expert horticultural and social
enterprise development support.

ABOVE: Indigenous bush foods including winged beans, Rosella and native lemongrass surround the food
system as a component of the bushfood and nutrition programs run at this Food Ladder in the Northern
Territory
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Key Operational Elements include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The Food Ladder Online Platform
Suite of cost price greenhouse and hydroponic growing products
Online training and educational resources – Horticulture and Food processing
Online Business Tools
Access to Food Ladder Community
Access to individual dashboard tracking performance
Industry leading horticulture and social enterprise expertise
Monthly Surveys and connection with evaluation to measure improvements in
availability and consumption of fruit and vegetables in community

Social enterprise management, operations and business development training and support
Food Ladder’s long experience of social enterprise development confirms that ownership by
local communities is critical to success. It is vital that a local community entity - not Food
Ladder - owns and runs the social enterprise. However, Food Ladder uses its expertise and
experience to support the establishment of that enterprise by working closely with the
community to design the business model which suits the community's economic, social and
food production needs, engaging all community stakeholders in the process to ensure
comprehensive buy-in and long term accountability.
Food Ladder supports the enterprise to become sustainable by providing a full suite of
documents, training resources, STEM aligned curriculum materials and the support required
to move from start-up to sustainability to independence which are all available for free on
the Food Ladder Online Platform once the community has engaged the program.

The Food Ladder Online Platform
The Food Ladder Online Platform delivers sustainable solutions to support local ecosystems,
drive micro economic development, encourage Indigenous food propagation and improve
nutrition in a self-moderating municipal. The platform converts the predicament of the
communities from one of desperation and reliance to opportunity and optimism. The
platform also records uplift in production of fresh produce by communities, changes in
attitudes towards health eating, economic and educational uplift and economic viability of
the programs.
The Food Ladder Online Platform, built by Tata Consulting Group through its Community
Innovation Division, has been designed to support Food Ladder agri-tech systems. It is a free
service that Food Ladder has developed to deliver localised, icon-based tools to further
support communities grow their own food (be it through a school program, greenhouse or
wild harvest) and enterprise ongoing. This allows Food Ladder to be agile in its delivery of
resources to communities and support them remotely which is of particular importance
during the wet season and as a result of the COVID19 epidemic. The Food Ladder Online
Platform drastically reduces the cost of service delivery and by extension, barriers to entry
for remote communities wanting to engage the Food Ladder model.
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Features include:
•
•
•

•
•

Chat forums: connecting members in a virtual network to Food Ladder staff as well
as horticulture, agriculture, hydroponic experts to support their food growing social
enterprise needs.
Training documents and/or webinars: communities will be able to grow their social
enterprise by reading Food Ladder growing manuals, nutrition guides and education
curriculums.
Sales and supply chain management: providing members with direct access to our
vetted and discounted suppliers of seeds, nutrients etc and wholesalers interested in
purchasing native bush foods directly from communities to drive economic
development for communities.
Real time data and predictive analytics on weather patterns and upcoming
environmental threats. Seasonal harvest rotation recommendations.
Social enterprise calculator: a mechanism to deliver predicted yields and expected
return at the time of sale to support members in developing their social enterprises
and managing profit and loss. Microfinancing capability for supporters.

ABOVE: Food Ladder systems excel in growing leafy green vegetables high in iron and nutrients. Here boxes
ready for delivery to families include Rosella tea, grown and processed made on site. Extremely high in vitamin
C and antioxidants Rosella is popular in communities and is an example of an ancillary income stream at this
social enterprise.
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The social enterprise development materials includes, but is not limited to:
● Operational optimisation
○ Rotational harvests planner for optimal cropping
○ Crop value estimation and labour requirements calculator
○ Reporting templates structured for weekly, quarterly and per harvest.
○ Plant care and pest mitigation apps
● Risk Management
○ Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points (HACCP) – food safety guidelines for
producers
○ Biosecurity plan
○ OH&S operational process
○ Safe Working Method Statement (SWMS)
○ Cyclone shutdown and Business continuity plans
○ Insurance overview
● Staff development
○ Leadership development
○ Identified career development pathways for local staff including accredited
qualifications through Universities and vocational training programs
○ Additional online training videos (highly visual instruction)
Food Ladder has business development resources to support local enterprises to develop
offtake agreements into the local food supply chain with a view to: (a) increasing the
availability of fresh, nutritional produce in the community and surrounds; and (b)
developing ongoing revenue streams to help to sustain and grow the enterprise operations.
The communities have ongoing and unlimited access to the Food Ladder social enterprise
network and the constantly evolving resources, knowledge, innovations and cutting-edge
technology. The Food Ladder Online Platform is highly visual and intuitive incorporating
documents, tools, images and videos to help connect anyone involved with a Food Ladder
system to the wider Food Ladder community across Australia. It creates a virtual community
whereby outcomes and good news stories can be shared and helps to create self-sufficiency
in directing one’s own learning and advancement.

Connection with culture
The more successful Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander-led initiatives enliven and engage
with traditional culture and customs, and those enterprises which place a value on those
customs can often access unique market opportunities. The Food Ladder program design is
based on research suggesting that the poor dietary habits and general disengagement of

Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous communities
Submission 25

Food Ladder (ABN89132353347) response to
Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous communities.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people from community can be partly attributed
to the gradual loss of cultural connection, traditional knowledge and customs.35
Bush tucker program: incorporating wellness through traditional knowledge
The Food Ladder enterprise model integrates local knowledge systems through the bush
tucker program. It brings native ingredients which have been used by Aboriginal people for
thousands of years together with modern technologies and practices.
The Food Ladder technology and enterprise provides agency and a platform to local elders
to pass down Indigenous delicacies such as lemon myrtle, quandong, bush tomato,
wattleseed, riberries and native thyme which are becoming increasingly popular in culinary
circles. Elders pass on knowledge through the gathering of seeds in surrounding areas, learn
how to propagate these within the Food Ladder systems and are empowered to develop
commercial output opportunities for the unique fruits and vegetables.
Bush food sales and social enterprise development program
Food Ladder has existing partnerships which allow for the distribution of premium native
and Indigenous ingredients to commercial outlets with a potential reach in excess of 120
restaurants and well as Australian food retail and international markets. Food Ladder
enterprises are also expanding to the creation of a branded line of wild hibiscus, rosella and
native lemongrass teas. Food Ladder will resource a business development manager to help
grow these opportunities over time. This opportunity, to create ancillary income streams for
communities is secondary to the primary objective of ensuring consistent food supply for
communities, but acts as an offtake agreement for surplus product if required.
Mums and Bubs education and baby food program
This program targets young mothers and babies to improve the health and nutrition of
pregnant mothers and their new babies, extending until their second birthday (the First
1000 Days). The program incorporates planting and growing food as well as cooking dishes
designed specifically for pregnant women, young mothers and their babies.
The program also includes a ‘babypots’ enterprise whereby the women use the highnutrient, locally grown produce from the Food Ladder system to produce and sell organic
baby food made 100% from Food Ladder produce. The babypots deliver the highest possible
nutritional value to their babies as they transition from breastmilk to solids.

Primary and high school STEM, health and nutrition experiential learning
programs
In each Food Ladder location, the STEM programs run in partnership with the surrounding
schools. In Katherine, for example, Food Ladder works with seven schools regularly which
35

See for example Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of nutrition among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people. Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet,
http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition_review_2017.pdf; Louth, S. (2012) Overcoming the
‘shame’ factor: Empowering Indigenous People to Share and celebrate their culture, University of Southern
Queensland
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include onsite and off-site visits. Onsite, students learn about health, nutrition, plant
biology, food supply chains and the STEM technologies, such as renewable energy solar
systems, incorporated within the Healthy Hub enterprise. This learning carries back into the
classroom and the school itself with the Food Ladder Horticulture and Training Specialist
assisting to set up school gardens onsite and supporting teachers in delivering ancillary
education that fits within the National Curriculum.
In Tennant Creek as another example, the Food Ladder program, which was funded by NT
Department of Education sees young people from surrounding communities engage in 10
week programs in agriculture and horticulture creating real job opportunities and
accreditations through hands on learning. In a community where is has been near
impossible to grow food Tennant Creek Food Ladder is producing tomatoes, herbs and bush
foods which are used in cooking programs run on site.
In addition to the educational value of these school gardens, produce is used to supply
school breakfast programs and school canteens with fresh produce, replacing the high sugar
and low nutritional foods often present in these locations.
BELOW: students at Juno Centre, Tennant Creek, prepare a new seasonal rotation in their Food Ladder system
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General community health, wellbeing and nutrition experiential learning
programs
Weekly cooking workshops covering food hygiene and handling, the nutritional benefits of
vegetables and the positive impacts of these on health and disease prevention is a feature
of all Food Ladder programs. Workshops include visiting health and nutrition professionals
as well as any local chefs and food business owners, connecting participants with services in
the community and potential future employers in a comfortable and inclusive environment.
Health practitioners including nutritionists, doctors and dentists also engage with the
enterprise to deliver courses in the benefits of preventative health measures and the
importance of fortifying young immune systems through healthy eating and diets. These
programs are a key mechanism for turning the enterprise site into a Healthy Hub in the
community.

Ready-to-Work programs: work experience and training accreditations
Food Ladder delivers Cert II and III in Rural Operations to help develop work readiness skills
in Work for the Dole (CDP) participants as well as Cert I and II in Horticulture, which can be
delivered onsite through the program.

Additional community engagement, education and business options
In addition to the key program elements, the following initiatives, and other programs and
business opportunities initiated by the local community may be developed depending on
the local needs and desires. These are some examples of what Food Ladder partner
communities have initiated ancillary to the program.
Food is Free Foraging Wall with open access for all
Free foraging walls are planted on the fences surrounding the enterprise sites, specifically to
provide free access to the public. Free fruits such as passionfruit and rosella spilling over
onto the public thoroughfare allow anyone passing by, whether or not they are directly
involved with the enterprise, to enjoy the fruits and nutritional benefits by helping
themselves to some locally grown food. The free foraging wall has been an effective way to
engage the broader community in the benefits of the Food Ladder program.
Neighbouring Nations Traditional Foods
Particularly in the tropical areas such as the top end of Queensland, neighbouring nations
such as Papua New Guinea and Indonesia have nutritious local plants that are ideally suited
to the local growing environments. The Food Ladder sites incorporate special growing areas
for these plants and provide information and education on their nutrition, cooking, history,
propagation and care as well as the local expertise from the countries in which they are
enjoyed.
Eco-experiential tours and sustainable tourism development
Experiential tourism is a rapidly growing industry which provides both lucrative and creative
opportunities for Food Ladder programs and brings tourism to small remote towns which
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are not usually on the map. Tour groups can visit the Food Ladder sites to learn about local
food culture and the benefits of community-led social enterprises innovating solutions to
the challenges of food supply in remote communities. As well as having the option to
sample and purchase bush ingredients and enterprise products, visitors can meet the
workers and engage in a tour of the system, providing an engagement opportunity with the
broader public.

How scalable and replicable is the program?
The Food Ladder model has been designed to allow for scaling and replication across
Australia. All business, education and engagement materials are pre-prepared and designed
to be adapted and modularised depending on the particular community. While an initial
investment is required to install the greenhouses and establish the enterprise and
supporting learning environments, no new funding is required once the community
enterprise has become independent and the community engagement systems are in place.
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Through Food Ladder’s 5 year longitudinal partnership with the Charles Perkins Centre, a
measurement and research project is being undertaken that will capture insights and the
broader impact of the work, as outlined below.
Multiple health impacts - including chronic disease
Recognising that an increase in fruit and vegetable consumption can only ever be a proxy for
longer term health outcomes, Food Ladder are in partnership with the Charles Perkins to
conduct a comprehensive longitudinal study regarding the multiple health impacts of the
Food Ladder approach to health prevention. The study will measure impacts on the key
chronic diseases affecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities including
diabetes, obesity, anaemia and growth faltering. The results of this longitudinal study will
create a rich evidence base for future work in this area.
Engagement in further education
There is a strong link between engaging in further education and employment outcomes.
COAG has recognised post-secondary education participation and attainment as a progress
measure for its Closing the Gap target of ‘halving the gap in employment outcomes
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians by 2018’ (COAG 2012), in conjunction
with the target of ‘halving the gap in Year 12 or equivalent attainment of 20–24 year olds by
2020’. 36 Post-secondary education includes both vocational education and training (VET) at
institutions such as technical and further education (TAFE) colleges, and higher education at
universities.
It is therefore currently the intention to track the engagement in, and completion of, those
programs by those participating in any Food Ladder programs, and compare that
completion rate to statistical baselines for relevant ATSI communities. This data through is
collected through monthly online surveys of participants in Food Ladder communities.
Ripple effect on other community programs
The Food Ladder program in each community operates as a community gathering point
promoting health and nutrition, and welcomes community-led initiatives that connect in
with other services such as nutrition and health programs, with a view to bolstering and
supporting the delivery of their own initiatives.
It is therefore desirable to document the various community-led initiatives and service
providers who engage with the Food Ladder program, and its impact on other programs, to
better understand the ripple effect.
The case study of Food Ladder in Katherine shows that a regional uplift resulting from the
fact that multiple external communities came to Katherine for various aforementioned
programs and went on to engage Food Ladder and procure a food growing system and the
program for their own community. These include Tennant Creek Community whose system
36

Australian Productivity Commission, Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage
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was funded by NT Department of Education, Barunga Community who have applied for
funding for a system and Kintore Street School who will have a Food Ladder operational
from August 2020. This demonstrates the importance of song-lines travelling North, South,
East and West out of the community of Katherine carrying the positive news of fresh and
healthy food available in the community and improved health outcomes as a result.

Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous communities
Submission 25

Food Ladder (ABN89132353347) response to
Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous communities.

What does it cost?
Being a not for profit organisation, with overheads funded externally, all products are
delivered at cost. The sole intention of Food Ladder is to ensure food security is realised for
remote Indigenous communities to improve health outcomes in a sustainable fashion. In
order to do this Food Ladder continually ensures that the agri-tech products supplementing
its program and service provision are as cost effective as conceivably possible whilst
maintaining the highest standards of excellence.
Food Ladder has a number of standardised systems which have been designed to meet a
scale of needs in remote Indigenous communities. The costs of Food Ladder systems range
from approximately $15,000 - $25,000 for a school-sized system in non-cyclone rated areas,
through to approximately $80,000 - $120,000 for a whole of community system in noncyclone rated areas. Commercial scale systems in category C cyclone areas are designed
specifically. Excluding utilities the only regular ongoing costs are for seeds and nutrient.
Only this week (30 June 2020) Food Ladder has independently raised the funds and begun
manufacturing an entry level Food Ladder system for Kintore Street School in Katherine.
Kintore Street School caters for students with physical and intellectual impairments from
per-school to year 12. The students have been engaged through the Food Ladder Katherine
project for the past two years and having gained so much benefit, teachers and students
from the school were compelled to write an application directly to Food Ladder expressing
their dire need for a Food Ladder system on site at the school to supplement the children’s
diets and education.
If support is to be considered, please note Food Ladder’s approach is a reinvestment model
as supposed to a subsidy. This means investment in Food Ladder delivers outcomes across
multiple sectors (health, education, economic participation) and multiple generations within
the same community whilst addressing the pervasive food security challenge in a
sustainable and proven methodology.
Food Ladder has partnered with Social Outcomes to forecast the longitudinal benefits of
investment in this approach and we would welcome the opportunity to share the projected
cost savings to Government as a result of improved health in Indigenous communities off
the back of a significant Food Ladder rollout. These are benefits are supported by Food
Ladder’s independent research partner, The Charles Perkins Centre, Sydney University.
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How does the evidence base support the
program’s ability to achieve outcomes?
Lee et al in their review of Review of Nutrition among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people, identify three elements to a national strategy for addressing malnutrition:
1. Whole of community initiatives - policy settings looking at prevention
2. Community based initiatives - focus on supply and demand in local communities
3. Individual treatment - access to clinical services to address individual needs.37
The Food Ladder program focuses squarely on the community-based aspect of this
approach. The place-based program design is based on research suggesting the importance
of simultaneously addressing both food supply (availability, accessibility and affordability of
foods) and demand for healthy foods, through a community-led approach. The
methodology is founded on developing close partnerships with local elders, schools, health
providers, commercial food vendors, employment providers, universities and TAFEs to
ensure a community-led, culturally relevant, comprehensive approach. And by introducing a
financially self-sustaining asset and capacity-building infrastructure into the community, the
Food Ladder approach addresses the criticism levelled at many food aid and education
programs, namely that the food security stops when the aid money runs out. The Food
Ladder sets up the community in which it works to sustain and grow both the supply of, and
demand for, nutritious foods well beyond the life of the program.
Community ownership and engagement is key to lasting economic development
Many programs addressing malnutrition in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities have had relatively little impact.38 And while there are a range of factors
influencing the success and failure of those programs, the research is clear that the key
success factor lies in actively engaging and empowering communities to develop and sustain
their own solutions.39
The Food Ladder place-based approach involves the local community in all stages of the
program’s initiation, development and implementation. The community owns the
enterprise, runs the enterprise, staffs the enterprise and program, and is left with an asset
and business model to continue well beyond the life of the program. Food Ladder brings
physical assets and expertise in enterprise development, food production, education, and
community empowerment to those Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities who
want and need it, and works closely with those communities to engage and empower them
37
Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of nutrition among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian
Indigenous HealthInfoNet, http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition review 2017.pdf
38
Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of nutrition among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian
Indigenous HealthInfoNet, http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition review 2017.pdf; Sarah
Hudson
39
See Lee A, Ride K (2018) Review of nutrition among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian
Indigenous HealthInfoNet, http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/uploads/docs/nutrition review 2017.pdf; Sue
Booth and Alison Smith. ‘Food security and poverty in Australia: Challenges for dietitians’. Australian Journal
of Nutrition and Dietetics 58, no: 3 (August 2001): 150 – 157.
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to develop and sustain their own solutions. And after five years, the enterprise, assets and
programs are run independently by the local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
community.
Increasing availability of healthy food through sustainable, affordable, local food production
Food Ladder have built on the evidence suggesting a need to ensure food supply in a range
of locations, including local food production and food outlets.40 Food Ladder’s approach
incorporates nutrition-rich food production both in the greenhouses and in local community
locations, including schools. The methodology includes entry into offtake agreements with
local vendors, which not only sustains the business model, it also broadens the availability
of nutritious, fresh foods across the community. There is also a focus on ensuring that the
produce is sold by local vendors at an affordable price.
Increasing demand for healthy food through multi-faceted and practical approaches to
nutrition education
While participating in the production of healthy food can, in itself, prompt the increased
consumption of that food, a range of different strategies are employed to increase the
awareness of, and desire to eat, more fruit and vegetables. The evidence suggests that
nutrition education is most effective when combined with a range of other strategies to
help people access healthy food, such as interactive cooking programs, food tasting, cooking
demonstrations, peer education, budgeting advice, and group-based lifestyle modification
programs.41
The experiential nature of successful nutrition education aligns with a cultural preference in
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities for reinforcement of practical skills in
social settings, rather than written information.42 The nutrition education initiated by Food
Ladder endorses social and experiential learning by engaging school children and other
community members in the production process, including through school gardens and
cooking classes. And by tailoring nutrition education to community approaches, Food
Ladder improves the food knowledge and skills of the community.
Increasing educational engagement through school gardens and experiential education
opportunities
A 2013 evaluation of the Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Gardens National Program (SAKGNP),
an experiential learning program to set up school gardens and cooking classes, suggest that
the practical experience of growing, harvesting and cooking your own food has a positive
40

Susan L. Colles, Elaine Maypilama, and Julie Brimblecombe. ‘Food, food choice and nutrition promotion in a
remote Australian Aboriginal community’. Australian Journal of Primary Health 20, no: 3 (February 2014):
365-72.
41
Laura Schembri, Johannah Curran, Lyndal Collins, Marta Pelinovskaia, Hayley Bell, Christina Richardson,
and Claire Palermo. ‘The effect of nutrition education on nutrition-related health outcomes of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people: a systematic review’. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health 40,
no: 51 (April 2016): 42 – 47. Julie Brimblecombe, Megan Ferguson, Mark D. Chatfield, Selma C. Liberato,
Anthony Gunter, Kylie Ball, Marj Moodie, Edward Miles, Anne Magnus, Cliona Ni Mhurchu, Amanda Jane
Leach, and Ross Bailie. ‘Effect of a price discount and consumer education strategy on food and beverage
purchases in remote Indigenous Australia: a
stepped-wedge randomised controlled trial’. The Lancet 2, no: 1 (February 2017): 82-95.
42
Susan L. Colles, Elaine Maypilama, and Julie Brimblecombe. ‘Food, food choice and nutrition promotion in a
remote Australian Aboriginal community’. Australian Journal of Primary Health 20, no: 3 (February 2014):
365-72.

Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous communities
Submission 25

Food Ladder (ABN89132353347) response to
Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous communities.

impact on a child’s eating behaviours as it relates to fruit and vegetables, as well as
enthusiasm to go to school.43 Teachers reported perceived improvements in student
attendance since the introduction of the Kitchen Garden and students and parents reported
a high level of enthusiasm among students for attendance on garden and kitchen days.
Students reported that they did not want to miss garden or kitchen classes and that they even came to
school these days when sick. One school reported a continued improvement in attendance above the
region’s average, a pattern since initiating the SAKGNP. Similarly, in one school with an indigenous
student population who had a history of erratic attendance, they noted that these students’
attendance had improved since the inception of the SAKGNP.44

ABOVE: Clontarf Academy Students engaged in STEM learning program and tomato harvest at Food Ladder Katherine

In addition, in many remote communities’ schools offer breakfast and lunch programs to
incentivise school attendance and improve school performance. Food Ladder has worked
closely with school canteens and has helped to deliver fresh food at no or low cost. This
direct sourcing agreement not only reduces the burden on school budgets, it increases the

43
Yeatman H, Quinsey K, Dawber J, Nielsen W, Condon-Paoloni D, Eckermann S, Morris D,
Grootemaat P and Fildes D (2013) Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden National Program
Evaluation: Final Report. Centre for Health Service Development, Australian Health Services
Research Institute, University of Wollongong.
44
Yeatman H, Quinsey K, Dawber J, Nielsen W, Condon-Paoloni D, Eckermann S, Morris D,
Grootemaat P and Fildes D (2013) Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden National Program
Evaluation: Final Report. Centre for Health Service Development, Australian Health Services
Research Institute, University of Wollongong.
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shelf life of the produce and therefore economies for the schools. It also increases the
children’s desire to eat the produce as they have played a role in growing it.
As explained by Yirrkala School, which is seeking to partner with Food Ladder
“The main impact of the Food Ladder program will be on improving the diet of the
students and their understanding about the importance of good nutrition. Many
students come to school not ready to learn because of dietary issues that impact on
their general health and their dental health.
The stimulus for this improvement has come from Yolngu groundsmen who have
established beautiful spaces for the students to come to each day and feel happy in
their surroundings. This has had a positive impact on attendance and the calmness of
students at the school helping them to be more able to engage in learning.”
Increasing employment through direct, culturally appropriate employment opportunities; and
employability through further education
The employment environment within the Food Ladder Program supports culturally
appropriate employment practices through the creation of harvest labour pools ranging
between 5 and 30 people. Community members can self-roster to allow flexibility for
attendance of certain workers at important cultural events such as funerals and women’s or
men’s business, without impacting on the operations of the Healthy Hub social enterprise.
The community ownership over rostering also allows workers to manage culturally
important avoidance relationships, creating a culturally safe work space. These procedures
generate greater stability in employment outcomes and stronger employment records to
report on resumes, thereby increasing the chances of ongoing employment opportunities.
In addition to the 5-30 full-time and part-time positions directly created by the enterprise,
Food Ladder offers skills building, onsite CERT training and opportunities for further VET
training at partner universities and TAFE which are expected to provide more qualified staff
for the Healthy Hub enterprise, and broaden the employment possibilities both within and
beyond the community.
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Experience and Capability
Track record in creating outcomes
The award winning Australian-based not-for-profit organisation is working locally and
internationally to address the worsening global food security crisis, using proven and
scalable technologies to provide nutrient-rich produce. Food Ladder works with on-ground
partners including remote community leaders, Australia's preeminent Universities, KPMG,
Norton Rose Fulbright, local Councils, local schools and local health clinics in order to
maintain a light touch, capability-building approach with a view to ensuring that each
project is self-sustaining and has strong local ownership and accountability.
Internationally, Food Ladder is supported by the Australian Government's Department of
Foreign Affairs and Trade's (DFAT) Direct Aid Program and has been funded by the Indian
Government.
With a legacy of over 10 social enterprises and hundreds upon hundreds of jobs created
since 2008 across a range of industries (originally under the name of Fair Business), Food
Ladder has consistently transitioned all of the social enterprises it develops to full
community ownership.
Each Food Ladder system can supplement the diets of approximately 250 people with locally
grown, fresh produce. As the world grapples with population growth and the burgeoning
effects of climate change, Food Ladder has created a proven and highly replicable solution
to the pressing challenge of food security.
● Food Ladder systems are 5 times more productive than traditional farming methods
when operating to their full capacity.
● Each Food Ladder system is designed to address the specific climate and food
requirements of each community individually
● Food Ladder is a socially, economically and environmentally sustainable solution to
food security.
Food Ladder’s systems and technology can be implemented virtually anywhere in the world,
evidenced by the rollout of Food Ladder systems on the rooftops of village schools
throughout India, feeding thousands of students, hill tribes in Bhutan, through to the
remote homeland communities in the Northern Territory in Australia as well as NSW and
Victoria.
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Appendix
Appendix 1: Additional points of reference related to the
recommended model
1. Sustainable Economic Development: the key driver of self-funded food security, health,
nutrition, employment and educational outcomes
“Significant effort has been expended to provide local Indigenous people with jobs in
government-funded services in their communities; but there remains a lack of local economic
development and private sector job creation, which is also needed to expand employment
opportunities over the longer term.” 45
The long-term self-sustainability of the local Food Ladder program is key to the ongoing
economic development and knock-on social and health outcomes enjoyed by the
community. The fact that there is a focus on food supply for this initiative reinforces the
importance of this outcome, given that access to food supply is regarded as one of the key
environmental social determinants of health outcomes in Indigenous communities.46
The Food Ladder program is designed to be the hub for fresh food, employment, health,
nutrition and education programs and opportunities.
In addition to the achievement of sustainable, community-led, economic development in its
own right, a successful social enterprise within the community impacts directly on
employment outcomes. Not only do the enterprises themselves employ anywhere between
5 and 30 local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders (in a mix of full time and part time
positions), they will stimulate additional economic activity within the community (for
example by attracting tourism), build confidence and empowerment, and provide vocational
training that community members can use to acquire jobs elsewhere.
2.Nutrition: the gateway to a life of improved health, educational and employment
outcomes
Dietary factors account for 10% of the disease burden in Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander population, and in particular impacts on lifelong burdens of cardiovascular
disease and endocrine diseases like type 2 diabetes.47
45
Queensland Productivity Commission, Draft Report on Service Delivery in Queensland's remote and discrete communities, 2017, Chapter
9, https://qpc.blob.core.windows.net/wordpress/2017/10/Chapter-9-Economic-and-community-development.pdf
46
Report of a project by the Cooperative Research Centre for the Primary Health Care Access Program Working Group, Development of a
Performance Reporting System for Indigenous Primary Health Care, June 2003,
http://digitallibrary.health.nt.gov.au/prodjspui/bitstream/10137/1289/1/Development%20of%20a%20Performance%20Reporting%20System
%20for%20Indigenous%20Primary%20Health%20Care.pdf

47
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2016. Australian Burden of Disease Study: Impact and causes of illness and death in Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people 2011. Australian Burden of Disease Study series no. 6. Cat. no. BOD 7. Canberra: AIHW; Australian
Government, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Performance Framework, 2014,
https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/indigenous/Health-Performance-Framework-2014/tier-2-determinants-health/219dietary-behaviours.html
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Global research makes it abundantly clear that addressing the nutritional need and
behaviours of children in their early years of life is fundamental to breaking the
intergenerational cycle of disadvantage in the areas of health, education and employment.48
In particular, research suggests that the first 1000 days of a child’s existence - from a
woman’s pregnancy to 24 months of age - is a vital window of opportunity to improve
outcomes across health, education, employment for the rest of a child’s life and more
broadly across the community. International research suggests that children who receive
appropriate nutrition in their first 1000 days are up to ten times more likely to overcome
life-threatening diseases, go on to earn 21% more wages as adults,49 complete 4.6 more
grades of school and are more likely as adults to have healthier families.50
Optimal nutrition during pregnancy and early life will reduce the rates of low birth weight,
growth faltering, iron-deficiency and anaemia in early life and this will, in turn prevent
deficits in health, brain development and human capital.51 By working with new mothers to
develop healthy eating habits from the outset, there are significant prospects of improving a
whole family’s nutrition throughout their lives and this, in turn, can have intergenerational
impacts.
In Australia, a longitudinal study of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children found that
83% of Indigenous children with better health attended school at least 80% of the time,
compared with 65% of the time for children with poorer health.52 Further, an analysis of
pooled National Health Survey data has shown a strong negative relationship between
major chronic diseases and fair/poor self-assessed health status with participation of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in the labour force.53 In 2014–15, 54% of Indigenous
Australians aged 15 years and over with excellent or very good health status were employed
compared with 31% of those with fair or poor health.54
The proposed metrics used to measure increases in health and nutrition in communities is
an increase in the consumption of fruit and vegetables. Following the model used by Food
Ladder in Ramingining, the food enterprise will enter into a partnership with the local store
(like ALPA stores in the Northern Territory - see Case Study in Appendix 3) to set a baseline
consumption level at the beginning of the bond period, and measure the increase in fruit
and vegetable consumption over time.
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We note that Food Ladder has a 5 year longitudinal research partnership in place with the
Charles Perkins Centre at the University of Sydney measuring the health outcomes
generated through the Food Ladder program.
3.Educational engagement and retention: a key lever for improved health, employment
and justice outcomes
Educational engagement and attainment has a strong causal link to health, mental health,
unemployment, homelessness, poverty and justice outcomes.55
In particular, there is ample research identifying good educational outcomes as a key social
determinant of good health outcomes over a lifetime, including in the context of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander populations.56 Specific links between completing Year 12 at
school and dietary behaviours were made in the 2012-2013 Australian Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Health Survey, which found that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
who had completed year 10 or below were more likely to consume inadequate amounts of
fruit (59%) and vegetables (95%) than those who had completed year 12 or higher (54% and
93% respectively).57
Completing Year 12 also has significant impacts on a person’s lifetime employment status.
For example, OECD research suggests that the most important driver of Not in Employment,
Education or Training (NEET) status is educational attainment, with those with Year 10 or
below education being over three times more likely to be NEET as those with tertiary
education.58 The completion of vocational and tertiary education also has significant
impacts on a person’s employment prospects.59
There is also evidence suggesting that a low level of education is causally related to a higher
likelihood of criminal behaviour in adulthood.60 Australian crime statistics demonstrate that
the majority of police detainees, regardless of sex, had only completed education to the
Year 10 or below level (41% of male detainees and 42% of females), with 19% of male
detainees having only completed Year 11 or 12. These figures indicate that people who have
55
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completed Year 10 or less are more than twice as likely to be detained by the police than
others in the population.61
The metrics for measuring the educational outcomes from the Food Ladder program school attendance rates and apparent retention rates to the end of year 12 - are key
indicators used in the Commonwealth Government’s Closing the Gap campaign. This data is
collected on a national scale by the Australian Bureau of Statistics and the Australian
Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). However, in anticipation of the
likelihood that sufficiently specific baselines for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
schools with which the Food Ladder enterprise is working will not be available, we establish
a specific baseline in cooperation with the partner schools, with the assistance of the State
to address any privacy or other administrative barriers. Further, Food Ladder works with
the school principals to collect annual attendance and retention data, with the assistance of
the State.
4. Employment and further education: a key lever for improved health and poverty
outcomes
Unemployment is a key social determinant of health, especially where the experience of
unemployment is intergenerational. The 2012-2013 Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander health survey (AATSIHS) examined associations between ‘dietary behaviour’ and
employment status and found that unemployed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
were more likely to have an inadequate daily fruit intake and inadequate vegetable intake
than those who were employed, or not in the labour force.62 The Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare highlights that unemployed people have a higher risk of illness, disability
and death than those of similar age who are employed. “In particular, the psychosocial
stress caused by unemployment has a strong impact on physical and mental health and
wellbeing”.63
While noting the challenges of tracking employment outcomes beyond those which are
directly created by the Food Ladder enterprises, it is currently the intention to survey
program participants of eligible working age to track their employment status in order to
determine the program’s ability to reach a pre-defined employment target for the ATSI
community.
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Charles Perkins Centre

Professor Stephen J Simpson AC FAA FRS
Academ c D rector, Char es Perk ns Centre

24 June 2020
Ke y McJannett
CEO
Food Ladder
By email: ke y@food adder.org
Dear Ke y,

RE: Food Ladder's response to federal inquiry into food security in remote
Indigenous communities
We wou d ke to support Food Ladder’s response to a federa nqu ry nto food secur ty n
remote Ind genous commun t es. We support the a m of the Food Ladder mode to de ver
ast ng and susta nab e nutr t on, educat on and emp oyment outcomes oca y w th n
commun t es.
The ma n contr butors to food nsecur ty n remote commun t es are that hea thy, fresh food
s naccess b e and unaffordab e, exacerbated by a oss of hea thy food pract ces d rect y
nked to ntergenerat ona marg na sat on and poverty. The consequences for hea th,
educat ona atta nment and emp oyment are d re.
These prob ems w not be so ved by subs d s ng ex st ng, unhea thy foods and expand ng
the r range and ava ab ty, but rather requ re a re ab e and affordab e supp y of hea thy,
fresh food. It s a so v ta that there s shared ownersh p of the enterpr se by the commun ty,
and that the programs are sca ab e yet meet the oca needs and asp rat ons of
commun t es as Ind genous peop e p an and manage a food system that best f ts the r
needs. As such, we support Food Ladder’s program to ncrease the ava ab ty, affordab ty
and nutr t ona va ue of food and to he p support hea thy eat ng pract ces through a
comm tment to bu d ng susta nab e partnersh ps.
We hope that Food Ladder’s response w be cons dered n the nqu ry as t has never been
more press ng that we champ on a so ut on that prov des agency and outcomes to the
wor d’s o dest surv v ng cu ture.
Yours s ncere y,

Stephen J. S mpson on beha f of Dr Joseph ne Gwynn, Adjunct Professor Lou se Sy van,
and Professor Stephen Co ag ur
D17 - Charles Perkins Centre
he University o Sydney NSW 2006
Australia

+61 2 8627 1613
E Stephen simpson@sydney edu au
sydney.edu.au

ABN 5 2 5 3 464
CRICOS 00026A
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Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency

25th June 2020

To Whom It May Concern,
The Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency (VACCA) is pleased to provide this letter of support for
Food Ladder’s submission to the Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous
communities.
VACCA is the lead Aboriginal child and family welfare organization operating across Victoria, with
40 years of experience and expertise as an Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation which
supports and advocates for the needs of vulnerable Aboriginal community members including
children, young people and their families. We are the largest organisation of its kind in Australia
and one of Victoria’s leading Aboriginal employers, delivering over 50 programs across Victoria.
Since 2019, VACCA has been working in partnership with Food Ladder to provide a food security,
nutrition and education program in Werribee South, Victoria.
Operating inside a quarter acre hydroponic greenhouse, the produce provides much needed food
security to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and their families. Fresh fruit and vegetables
are delivered to in-need members of the community, with over 30 households and 125 community
members receiving produce boxes on a weekly basis. Produce is also sold to local restaurants and
cafes to help fund the project.
As part of the program, weekly classes are offered to Aboriginal people where they can receive a
certificate in horticulture and gain job-ready skills in the agriculture industry. All participants are
provided with appropriate clothing and equipment to undertake the program and volunteer drivers
are available to take participants to and from class, ensuring the initiative is helping those who
need it most.
We believe that our work with the Aboriginal community across Victoria puts us in an authoritative
position to verify and corroborate Food Ladder’s recommendations to the Chief Inquirer. While
food subsidies are a step in the right direction, we agree that:
“Reducing the cost of food does not necessarily mean that:
1) The food available in remote communities will be of improved nutritional value.
2) Healthy eating practices will be adopted and maintained by people living in remote
Indigenous communities.”
Food Ladder, Submission 2020
Food Ladder addresses both food supply (availability, accessibility and affordability of foods) and
demand for healthy foods through a community-led approach, founded on close partnerships with
local stakeholders. Importantly, the Aboriginal communities are involved in all stages of the

Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous communities
Submission 25

Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous communities
Submission 25

Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous communities
Submission 25

Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous communities
Submission 25

Food Ladder (ABN89132353347) response to
Inquiry into food pricing and food security in remote Indigenous communities.

Fay Miller, Mayor, Katherine Town Council

Katherine
Town Council
PO Box 1071
Katherine NT 0851

Letter of Support for Food Ladder

Katherine

It is with pleasure I provide this letter of support.
Katherine Town Council approved the construction of a Food Ladder Hydroponic system within
the town of Katherine after lengthy consultation.
A prime piece of council land within the Katherine CBD was made available for this important
training and food production centre at a peppercorn rent.
The initial request for partnership and development of this project came from a local Indigenous
leader the Chairwomen of Katherine Indigenous Women’s Association (KIWA) Taryn Kruger.
Taryn wanted the opportunity and ability to grow fresh produce efficiently and to learn the skills
to do this through introducing Hydroponic technologies by bringing skilled trainers to Katherine
to train a local workforce.
Commercial Hydroponic technologies had not before been introduced to Katherine and there
were no specialists in the town with the knowledge and skillset to develop the high specification
infrastructure, operate and train local job seekers in professional commercial production.
After much research, Taryn sought out Food Ladder, an award winning Australian company
operating in three countries who are committed to ending food insecurity and poverty through
social enterprise and job creation. Their proven track record of successes bringing industry, jobs
and improved nutrition to the harshest most arid climates on the planet, meant they were a
viable option for Katherine.
The introduction of the Food Ladder system has created local jobs, with Lina Challita providing
vital mentorship, training and support to our local work teams who are learning how to operate
this independently.
The council value the work that Lina is doing imparting her specialist knowledge and skills to
local community members and workers. In particular Lina has already selected a local
Indigenous woman as her successor and is training her specifically to manage the site
independently of Lina.
Katherine Town Council is very pleased with the introduction and progress of Food Ladder and
fully support the ongoing specialised training of locals to become independent providers of
healthy produce for our community.
Yours faithfully

Fay Miller
Mayor

Phone: (08) 8972 5500

Fax: (08) 8971 0305

E-mail: records@ktc.nt.gov.au

Web: www.ktc.nt.gov.au
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Kintore Street School
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Yirrkala School
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Tenterfield Social Development Committee

ABN: 46 713 781 908

PO Box 108,167 Manners Street, Tenterfield NSW 2372
PH: 02 67362 619 Fax: 02 67362 868 Email: tfyss@tsdc.net.au

20th September 2018
To whom it may concern,
I am writing on behalf of TSDC (Tenterfield Social Development Committee) to seek your support
for establishing a Food Ladder project in Tenterfield NSW.
The TSDC is a not for profit community organisation managed by a local volunteers committee
that seeks to sponsor, undertake, develop and promote activities and projects to facilitate
family, community and social well-being, within a community development framework in the
Tenterfield Local Government area. Our service provides practical support and assistance
through the Aboriginal Family & Links, Tenterfield & Drake Supported Playgroup, Community
information Hub and Tenterfield Family & Youth Supported programs using partnerships,
strength-based and family-centered approaches to children, youth and families through the
development and deliveries of programmes and activities. We are currently running Living Skills,
Boxing and Fishing program with collaboration with the Salvation Army, Oz Fish and Armujan
Aboriginal Health. Our Service is a sponsor for WDO (working development order) where clients
can volunteer their time to pay off their fines.
Tenterfield is rural remote community of the New England area at the end of the NSW border
only 17km from the QLD border. Tenterfield has experienced the loss of the Meat Works closing
two years ago with 80 people out of work and Tenterfield is currently experiencing the pressure
of the drought, these have made a big impact on the area and the local community. Mingoola is
a small community 58km inland from Tenterfield that have housed African Refugees, their story
was on ABC Australian Stories.
Food Ladder would provide so many positive outcomes for the Tenterfield community and the
LGA region, it would be well received and would be a great boast to the economy. There is a
tremendous need for jobs and activities in Tenterfield, especially for high-risk youth and low income families. 60% of our clients are Aboriginal.
The Food Ladder would be great to promote tourism, bush tucker food and Aboriginal culture,
and would support our playgroups, families, youth, volunteers (WDO) and service run programs
including boxing, fishing and living skills.
Positive outcomes from the implementation of Food Ladder include: developing social and group
skills, support for children, youth and families to engage with education and services, encourage
personal care, improving their fitness, early intervention and prevention, improving mental
health, coping strategies, healthy lifestyles choices, job opportunities, education and new skills,
self –pride, purpose to get motivated, purchase of fresh food supplying local restaurants and
café, improving health and nutrition, overall well-being.
Our service offers our full support for the implementation of Food Ladder in Tenterfield. Please
do not hesitate to call for further information: Karen Mooney, 0435928400.
Kind Regards, Karen Mooney
Family & Youth Support Worker/Program Manager “It Takes a Community to Raise a Child”
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Landcare

To whom it may concern,
Wellington Information and Neighbourhood Services (WINS) is an amazing organisation
and you feel that when you walk through the doors to find a buzzing community social
hub.
I make this point because being relevant, helpful and enabling is the only way to find
success when it comes to designing, facilitating and running community programs –
without this spark, it’s all just bureaucratic box-ticking.
As a journalist I’ve been involved in reporting on Landcare for more than two decades
and for the past five years I’ve worked as Executive Officer and Local Landcare
Coordinator for Landcare, as well as spending a few years serving as a member of
Landcare NSW State Council, which oversees the groups across the state.
Landcare is all about the triple bottom line, economic and social as well as
environmental, and having seen many agencies and organisations working in this
space, WINS is amongst the cream of the crop because it gets amazing positive
engagement and traction at a real grassroots level.
To couple an organisation like Food Ladder to WINS is literally a match made in
heaven, because it will not only ensure that disadvantaged residents will have their
financial and nutritional burdens much eased, but it will create a learning where
they’re taught how to “fish”, and that gift is far greater than simply supplying
handouts on a long-term basis.
I super-enthusiastically endorse WINS as a location for a Food Ladder pilot project.
With research across the globe pointing ever more strongly to the links between poor
diets and a myriad of health issues and disorders including anxiety, depression,
behavioural dramas as well as physical health issues, this project could not come at a
better time.
The thought of this pilot project empowering poor mothers to be able to feed their
children healthy food in a sustainable way is beyond incredible, and is a gift that will
keep on giving through new generations.
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As an elected councillor on Dubbo Regional Council (DRC), I am also very well aware
of a) the immense social disadvantage that exists in Wellington and b) just how
crucial WINS is in providing incredibly cost-effective services that less nimble
government agencies can’t get close to.
As a journalist, I’m sure the positive media coverage from any pilot project at WINS
would also be ongoing and powerful.
I encourage any decision makers to call me if more information is needed,
Regards,
John Ryan
Mid-Macquarie Landcare, Local Coordinator
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NT Food Bank CEO
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Nova Peris

Ms Kelly Mc Jannett
CEO Food Ladder
Dear Ms Mc Jannett,
I’m pleased to provide a letter of support for the Food Ladder submission to the Federal Inquiry into
Food Security in Remote Indigenous Communities.
There is no doubt that the issues continuing to impact on food security in remote communities
remains untenable. I support the view from Food Ladder’s submission that the three most important
issues include the fact that:
Heathy food is inaccessible – relying on outside sources means there is often little choice when
remote communities are cut off during the wet season
Healthy food is unaffordable – and there is no reinvestment back into community despite hefty
profits being posted by the companies responsible for these stores
Healthy food habits are not easy to maintain and continue to deteriorate because people are
opting for cheap and processed options.
This situation has significant flow on impacts described in the Food Ladder submission focus on the
high rates of chronic and preventable diseases that would be addressed by increased access to healthy
food.
The flow on impacts of the current structure for food in remote communities where an outside
business provides these sub-par services and food means that opportunities for communities to selfdetermine are also not fully realised. This includes missed opportunities in educational engagement
and retention in school settings, as well as compounding poor employment and vocational training
opportunities.
I commend Food Ladder for establishing a robust model in partnership with Aboriginal communities
and note that they have been working on their model for the past 12 years. The model provides for
self-determining outcomes for Community in growing and selling their own produce, providing
education and employment opportunities and most importantly increasing their own access to fresh,
nutritious food.
The word of mouth across a number of song lines in the Northern Territory means that there is now
an opportunity to take the Food Ladder Model into more communities as a culturally safe, robust
model that is accepted and welcome by community. This is particularly evident by the value added
activities that are so sorely lacking in the current for profit model.
You will note this includes incorporating bush foods into the Food Ladder enterprise as well as other
workshops such as the ‘mums and bubs healthy eating’ program as well as opportunities for
accredited training for school leavers and adults as well as built in STEM aligned curriculum for
teachers.
The model is also supported by ongoing offtake agreements with local retailers across these
communities, ensuing shared benefits for both the Food Ladder enterprise as well as the rest of the
community.
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I urge the committee to consider this innovation as a novel solution, rather than continuing to pursue
unsuccessful responses such as subsidies. There is no doubt these subsidies do little other than line
the pockets of those companies that currently deliver these services and that there is a major risk for
remote communities will again find themselves facing the same issues in years to come.
From my perspective, the Food Ladder model represents excellence in addressing many of the areas
the committee is seeking to address through this inquiry. It is self-sustaining, self-determining and
delivers lower cost nutritional food into communities.
The value added proposition is second to none in terms of education and employment and tackling
the root of the chronic and preventable health issues that are experienced by many in remote
communities.
I would recommend to the committee site visits to Katherine, Tennant Creek and or Ramingining NT
where Food Ladder have been installed and are in full operation by the communities.
Yours sincerely

Nova Peris OAM OLY
Former Senator for NT
Olympian
Aboriginal Human Rights Activists
29th June 2020
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