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Background on Food Ladder 

Food Ladder welcomes the “Inquiry into the most effective ways for Western Australia to address food 
insecurity for children and young people affected by poverty”, being conducted by the Joint Standing 
Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People. We thank you for the opportunity to 
contribute a submission. 

Food Ladder is an Australian not-for-profit organisation with a 12-year track record tackling the food 
security crisis in remote Aboriginal communities and regional communities throughout Australia. It is in 
these locations where the impact of food insecurity is felt most, with a higher level of the population 
living below the poverty line, and being faced with high food prices, lack of fresh produce availability 
and quality, as well as the impact of severe weather conditions on road and rail.  

The unaffordability of fresh healthy produce in remote and regional locations results in the deterioration 
of healthy food habits which culminates in the early on-set of chronic disease, poor educational 
engagement and knowledge retention, and flows on to poor employment outcomes. 

Food Ladder’s mission is to empower future generations to grow food in their community, to improve 
nutrition, whilst protecting the environment and enhancing the local economy. We are committed to 
breaking the cycle of health and social disadvantage through the implementation of school and 
community based food production, with a primary focus on hands on education and localised food 
production. Our school projects specifically target schools with a low socio educational rating, as well 
as high indigenous enrolments, and students from English as second language backgrounds. 

Our projects to date are located throughout Australia and are tackling food insecurity in a couple of 
different ways. 

Creation of a regional food hub – In the centre of the town of Katherine, in the Top End of the Northern 
Territory, Food Ladder have developed a regional food hub to produce fresh fruit and vegetables for 
Aboriginal Community stores in the Katherine Big Rivers Region as well as local cafes, restaurants, and 
charities. It also acts as a hub for education and training, career pathways, social welfare, and the 
development of social enterprise. 

In school food production - Food Ladder have developed growing systems specifically designed for 
remote and regional schools across Australia. Utilising a climate controlled greenhouse and hydroponic 
growing technology, these systems are tailored to enable a crop to be grown within a school term, taking 
students on a journey from sowing the seeds, managing the crop, to harvesting and then cooking and 
consuming the fresh vegetables they have grown. Our ongoing support for the schools includes free 
access to specialised curriculum aligned STEM resources for teachers and students to enable them to 
achieve the best educational outcomes. With 11 schools already reaping the benefits since 
commencing this initiative only 2 years ago, we now have just as many schools in the pipeline, with a 
new school project being completed every 6 weeks. This includes a competed Western Australian 
project in Leonora, and projects locked in for schools in Broome and Perth. We also had two WA schools 
enter our 2021 competition to win a free greenhouse structure. To enter the schools had to submit a 
short video from the students expressing their interest and the impact it would bring to their school.  
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1. The impact of poor nutrition on children and young people and the extent of the 
problem in Western Australia. 
 
There is extensive evidence from many reports, inquiries, and research papers on the impact of poor 
nutrition amongst children and young people from disadvantaged and low socio-economic groups 
throughout Australia. This includes Western Australia, which due to its geographic nature and size, has 
a high population of remote and regional communities, and only one major city for over 30% of 
Australia’s land mass. 
 
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. 
 
Healthy food habits have deteriorated amongst our Aboriginal population 
Knowledge of the pre-colonial Aboriginal 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. These Westernised diets are now being maintained through social disadvantage.2 
Research suggests disempowerment and a lack of confidence amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander adults in remote communities is a key factor in making informed food choices.3 
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 non- Aboriginal Australians.4 
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.5 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 

 
1 Sara Hudson, Mapping the indigenous program and funding maze, Centre for Independent Studies Research Report 18, 2016.  

2 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 Saethre. ‘Nutrition, Economics and Food Distribution in 
an Australian Aboriginal Community’, Anthropological Forum 15, no: 2 (2006): 151 – 169. 

3 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.  

4 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;  

5 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;  
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half the recommended amount.6 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children have been estimated to 
be 50% more likely to be overweight or obese compared to non-Aboriginal children.7  
 
High rates of chronic disease  
Dietary factors account for almost 10% of the total disease burden in Aboriginal Australians and are a 
key risk factor for Type 2 diabetes.8 In particular, it is well understood that poor nutrition for children, 
especially in the first 1000 days of life, can have critical and lifelong impacts on cognitive development, 
school engagement, employment, and financial security.9  
Aboriginal Australians are five times more likely than non-Aboriginal Australians to die or suffer ill health 
from diabetes and other endocrine diseases.10 In 2006–11, Aboriginal children aged 10–14 years were 
eight times more likely to have Type 2 diabetes as non- Aboriginal children.11 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.12 
Aboriginal 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).13 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 Aboriginal mothers were of low birthweight, twice the non- Aboriginal 
rate.14 Low birthweight increases the rate of acute infection, the risk of dying in the first year of life, ill-

 
6 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;  

7 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 

8 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/219- 
dietary-behaviours.html 

9 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-the- 
First-1000-days.pdf  

10 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. 

11 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  

12 Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council, 2017, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Performance Framework 2017 Report, 
AHMAC, Canberra 

13 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 

14 Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council, 2017, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Performance Framework 2017 Report, 
AHMAC, Canberra, p41. 
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health in childhood and the development of chronic disease as adults, including Type 2 diabetes, 
cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure and kidney disease.15 
A 2013 study found that 86% of infants in remote Aboriginal communities experienced growth faltering 
and 68% of infants were anaemic between six and twelve months of age.16 Iron deficiency is the leading 
risk factor for disease in zero to 14-year-old Indigenous children.17 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.18 
Type 2 Diabetes has no cure but is preventable with a healthy diet. It is 10 x higher among Australian 
Indigenous children than anywhere else in the world. It is these statistics that drive the work that we at 
Food Ladder do, making a tangible difference at the grass roots level, school by school, community by 
community.  
 
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%).19 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.20 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.21 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.22 
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%.23 Only 65.3% of Indigenous 20 to 24-year-olds in 2016 had completed Year 
12, compared to 89.1% of non-Indigenous Australians.24  
 

 
15 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  

16 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-and- growth-faltering-management.-2013.pdf 

17 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. 

18 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 

19 Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council, 2017, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Performance Framework 2017 Report, 
AHMAC, Canberra 

20 Australian Government, 2018 Prime Minister’s Report on Closing the Gap; Productivity Commision, Overcoming Indigenous 
Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2016, Ch 4 

21 Australian Government, 2018 Prime Minister’s Report on Closing the Gap 

22 Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, National Report on Schooling in Australia 2015.  

23 Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, National Report on Schooling in Australia 2015.  

24 Australian Government, 2018 Prime Minister’s Report on Closing the Gap.  
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Poor employment and participation rates in vocational training. 
This is the sad future for the children and young people of today. 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.25 
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%.26 Only one-third of 
the Not in Education Employment or Training (NEET) cohort were actively looking for work at the time.27 
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 non- Indigenous 20 to 64-
year-olds.28 
 
 
2. Challenges for children and young people in accessing enough nutritious food. 
 
The cost of healthy fresh produce in community stores and regional towns has always been greater 
than in cities and large urban centres. This issue is compounded in Western Australia due to the great 
distances involved getting freight from the east coast of Australia, and then to the vast expanses of the 
State, with some remote communities still relying on sea transport to reach their community. Even 
produce grown in Western Australia can travel thousands of kilometres to reach the consumer. Current 
geo-political events are creating an emergency situation in remote and regional communities throughout 
Australia. In the wake of a straining global supply chain, adverse weather and rising fuel and energy 
prices, store managers in remote areas have had no choice but to raise prices. In a recent ABC WA 
video, they quoted lettuce (which is the typical vegetable grown in the Food Ladder systems) has gone 
up 150% in just one year, broccoli up 72% and tomatoes up 25%.29 Household staples are also rising, 
but not at the same magnitude. The price of spaghetti has risen 13%, bread has increased 10% and 
milk 9%.30 In some Northern community stores, 2lt of milk has risen to $8, and meat has become 
unaffordable for those receiving welfare as their primary income.31 The manager of the Wadeye 
Community store has stated that they are now selling fruit and vegetables at a loss to ensure healthy 
food remained affordable.32 The latest March inflation data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
showed food inflation was up 4.3% compared to a year ago, with the biggest jump being in the price of 
fresh vegetables and meat – at 6.7% and 6.2% respectively.33 The Australian Medical Association 
Northern Territory President Robert Parker has recently said that “People are having to spend more 
and more of their limited income to maintain their fresh food intake”. Dr Parker said prohibitory prices 

 
25 Australian Government, 2018 Prime Minister’s Report on Closing the Gap. 

26 Productivity Commision, Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2016, Ch 7  

27 Australian Government, 2018 Prime Minister’s Report on Closing the Gap. 

28 Productivity Commission, Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2016, Ch 4  

29 ABC WA, 10 July 2022,  VIDEO: Calls for national plan keep food affordable in 'food pricing crisis, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-
07-10/calls-for-national-plan-keep-food-affordable-in/13967232 

30 ABC WA, 10 July 2022,  VIDEO: Calls for national plan keep food affordable in 'food pricing crisis, 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-07-10/calls-for-national-plan-keep-food-affordable-in/13967232 
 
31 ABC Katherine, Roxanne Fitzgerald, June 25 2022, Remote Northern Territory food prices skyrocket, worries for health of communities,  

32 ABC Katherine, Roxanne Fitzgerald, June 25 2022, Remote Northern Territory food prices skyrocket, worries for health of communities 
33 ABC Katherine, Roxanne Fitzgerald, June 25 2022, Remote Northern Territory food prices skyrocket, worries for health of communities 
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could lead to higher salt and sugar intakes, inflaming an already growing diabetes epidemic in remote 
NT communities.34 Whilst these figures and comments are related to the Northern Territory, they are 
also replicated across all of remote and regional Australia. 
 
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.35 In 
2014, Indigenous Australians were seven times more likely than non-Indigenous Australians to go 
without food due to financial constraints.36 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.37 In 2014- 15, the median 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, with remote regions also having higher food prices.38 When families trying to survive on 
welfare or minimum wage incomes need to make their limited food budget stretch as far as possible, 
the $3.80 box of frozen processed chicken breast tenders will go a lot further feeding the family than a 
$6.00 Iceberg Lettuce.39 Fresh produce is now becoming something only affordable to middle and upper 
income level families. 
 
The freshness and quality of fresh healthy produce and foods in remote and regional stores is an 
ongoing issue that affects both the nutritional value of the produce, as well as the attractiveness of the 
produce to the consumer. With high prices, and poor shelf life, cheaper processed foods become a 
more attractive option for families trying to make the most of their limited food budget. The time period 
between harvest and landing on supermarket shelves can be as long as 4 weeks in some regional and 
remote locations, particularly in central and northern Western Australia. The produce can also pass 
through several distribution centres and freight handlers. All of this affects the quality and nutritional 
value of the produce, and highlights the urgent need for localised food production, with regional centres 
and communities producing what they can to supply the local market. 
 
The knowledge and resources to store and prepare fresh produce in many households living below the 
poverty line is a contributing factor to food insecurity and poor nutrition. In many remote aboriginal 
communities households may not have a fridge to store healthy produce. In some instances families 
cannot afford power, in which case they will feed their families with cheap takeaway food options. With 
intergenerational poverty common in remote and regional Australia, and also within our cities, many 
young parents have never learnt how to prepare and cook healthy meals for their families. With a 
McDonalds takeaway Happy Meal costing less than $7, this becomes a cheaper and easier option than 
a basic home cooked meal of meat and 3 vegetables. 
 
Produce familiar to new migrant families in remote and regional communities is not always available, 
nor are the support services to educate these families on how to prepare and cook the limited range of 
fresh produce available in remote and regional stores. With many new migrant families moving to 
regional areas, there needs to be adequate support to educate families, and support for localised food 
production of produce familiar to them. 

 
34 ABC Katherine, Roxanne Fitzgerald, June 25 2022, Remote Northern Territory food prices skyrocket, worries for health of communities 

35 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) 

36 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/219-
dietary-behaviours html  

37 2014 Health Food Access Market Survey, Queensland, https://www health.qld.gov.au/research- reports/reports/public-health/food-
nutrition/access/affordability 

38 Productivity Commision, Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2016, Ch 4 

39 Coles, online prices as of June 25 2022, https://shop.coles.com.au  
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3. The extent to which food relief: 

    a. is currently accessed by children and young people, including at school and in 
early childhood education and care settings 
The Food Ladder program has been implemented at one Western Australian school, with 
2 more WA schools working with us towards having their own project. We have also 
implemented projects in 10 other schools throughout the country. Our project at Leonora 
District High School, in the WA Goldfields caters for students from kindergarten to Year 
12. This makes access to hands on education programs based around the sustainable 
production and use of fresh vegetables and herbs available for all students attending 
school, and at every year level of their education. The produce grown as part of these 
education programs is consumed by the students, and even families, boosting their 
nutritional intake. 

    b. Is effective. 
Since the first seeds were sown at Leonora District High School in September 2021 
students have grown over 250 plants, equating to over 500 servings of tomatoes, 
cabbage, lettuce, herbs and spinach. They even grew flowers for students to take home 
for Mother’s Day. The greenhouse is also used for the production of seedlings for the 
schools outdoor food garden. The students engage with the produce through weekly 
greenhouse visits, with pre-primary and Year 1 caring for the tomatoes, cabbage and 
lettuce. Years 2-3 took the lead in planting herbs and spinach. This produce was utilised 
in Leonora’s paddock to plate programs, used in cooking classes, lunches, and taken 
home by the students for their families. Leonora have completed a harvest each term of 
leafy greens, lettuce and herbs, and students have already started planting and seeding 
again for Term 3 2022. The students have not only increased their personal intake of 
fresh nutritious food but through the specialised education resources available to them, 
have gained extensive food and nutrition knowledge which influences their families’ 
choices and shape their future eating habits. These outcomes are replicated across all 
of Food Ladders current 11 school projects.  

 
 
4. The extent to which food literacy programs aimed at children and young people 
and/or their parents/carers: 

    a. Are currently accessed 
An essential part of the Food Ladder program is the specialised educational resources 
available online free of charge to teachers and educators. These resources are available 
to all schools, even if they don’t have Food Ladder greenhouse infrastructure. From 
curriculum aligned STEM modules and learning activities, to food production fact sheets 
and videos, and even simple nutritious recipes. This enables schools to get the maximum 
benefit from a customised school food growing system. These resources are designed 
for multiple year levels including primary school, middle school, senior schools, and even 
vocational programs. More needs to be done to embed hands on food production and 
nutrition into the curriculums of all levels on schooling, across all jurisdictions within 
Australia. The Food Ladder program can be part of a students daily learning and activities 
for up to 13 years of their young formative life. This type of exposure and knowledge 
creates life long change and embeds food production and healthy eating in our cultures. 

    b. Are effective. 
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Food Ladders ready to go educational resources are now being utilised by over 255 
users, which includes over 130 schools. This equates to over 36,000 students and young 
people having access to curriculum aligned resources specifically designed to have a 
focus on nutrition and healthy eating, science, technology, engineering, maths (STEM), 
horticulture & agriculture, and even small business social enterprise development.  
This has seen students engaging in food preparation and cooking, nutritional and healthy 
eating programs, hands on mathematics learning, and even value adding produce to sell 
and take home to families. This is creating essential life skills and knowledge for young 
people in regional and remote communities across Australia.   

 
 
5. Government-funded school lunch programs. 
 
Food Ladder programs utilise growing systems that enable a high turnover of crops and extended 
growing seasons. These systems have the ability to provide fresh produce for school breakfast and/or 
lunch programs and supplement the limited funding schools receive. For many students in remote and 
regional communities, it is programs such as the School Breakfast Program (funded by Foodbank 
Australia), and funded lunch programs, that provide a child’s only healthy meal of the day. In some 
remote communities it can be a child’s only meal of the day. 
 
 
6. Any other existing or potential initiatives. 
 
The Food Ladder Initiative 
Making a real time impact in schools and communities throughout Australia.  
Our primary solution for combating food insecurity and poor nutrition in low socio economic, high 
indigenous and high ESL schools within Australia is the implementation of a custom designed climate 
controlled hydroponic food growing system, coupled with free curriculum aligned educational resources. 
 
The Food Ladder solution was the sole not-for-profit program named to develop local food production 
in remote communities, released in the December 2021 report on the Federal “Inquiry into food pricing 
and food security in remote Indigenous communities”. Recommendation 12 of this report “recognises 
the benefits of access to locally produced food in supporting food insecurity and nutrition in remote 
communities”.40 
 
In 2 years our small expert team have been able to implement projects in 11 schools, with many more 
schools in the pipeline. Our projects are having an immediate impact to the students at these schools.   
 
Each school system can engage up to 400 students per year, with some schools catering for students 
from Kindergarten to Year 12. That is up to 13 years exposure and education around nutrition, 
sustainability, agriculture and horticulture, entrepreneurial skills, growing and consuming fresh produce, 
and more. These school projects also improve the social, physical and emotional wellbeing of children 
and young people. 
 
Greenhouse Infrastructure 
Our structurally certified 20m2 polycarbonate greenhouses have been designed by our expert team to 
meet the needs of Australian schools in all climatic zones and locations. Utilising hydroponic growing 

 

40 Australian Government response to the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs report: Inquiry into food 
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systems, and climate control where needed, schools can produce a crop within a 6 week period and 
deliver hands on educational programs to fit within the Australian school term.  
Our greenhouse growing systems: 

• give schools the ability to extended growing seasons and produce crops throughout the year, 
including southern winters, and tropical wet seasons 

• have the ability to be shut down and be maintenance free over school holiday periods. 
• are built to withstand the rigours of life in the school yard 
• can incorporate stand alone solar power supply 
• expose students to food production technology in one of production horticultures fastest 

growing sectors. 
• create a hands on learning program in construction. 
• come with a suite of resources for the greenhouse operation, maintenance and organisation.  
• come with ongoing back up support from a team of Food Ladder and Industry experts 
• can be customised to suit the individual requirements of the school 
• have the ability to produce between 4 and 8 crops of leafy green vegetables and herbs each 

year, or between 400 and 800 plants per year.  
• can grow 88 plants per growing cycle. Assuming 100% is harvested in one growing cycle, at 

300grams per plant, this equates to 26.4kg of fresh product harvest, or 352 servings of 
vegetables at 75 grams. Each crop cycle is 6 weeks from seed to harvest 

• can be transported to any corner of the country in kit form, with construction by a Food Ladder 
team member, or instruction provided to enable the construction to be a school teaching project 

• have a short construction timeline which means students are sowing seeds in the greenhouse 
less than 4 weeks after building commences. 

• can be replicated Australia wide within a short time frame. 
• create strong links between schools and local horticulture and agriculture industry, creating 

career pathways for students. 
• can produce a variety of crops including native bush foods and seedlings 
• uses food growing systems as an alternative to the classroom 
• provides an incentive for students to attend school 

 
Online Education Portal 
Our greenhouse infrastructure is only one piece of the solution. For this infrastructure to be truly 
effective and sustainable for the long term, Food Ladder have developed a suite of over 163 educational 
and operational resources specifically designed for teachers, educators, students, and those managing 
the greenhouse. These resources are available for free to all schools undertaking garden programs, 
whether they have a Food Ladder greenhouse, or just a traditional kitchen garden space, and cover 
both hydroponic production and traditional inground production.  
Our education portal: 

• is available to all schools and educators in Australia 
• already reaches over 250 users and 36,000 students 
• has been developed by industry and education specialists 
• includes STEM Curriculum aligned module packages ready for use by teachers 
• has resources for all year levels, including resources suitable for ESL, low literacy, and special 

needs students 
• creates an online network for schools to share their achievements and outcomes with other 

schools 
• includes specialised resources for the development of small scale business enterprises 
• has recipes developed by culinary experts and chefs to enable schools and families to create 

healthy and nutritious meals utilising produce from the garden. 
• engages children who struggle with conventional learning 

 
Data Collection 
An important feature of our school programs is the collection of data on how the schools are utilising 
their Food Ladder greenhouse. This includes the number and year level of students, crops grown, 
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volumes harvested, and the end use for the produce. Utilising QR Code technology, students check 
into the greenhouse with an iPad or similar each time they undertake activities, and complete a short 
questionnaire about what their group are doing in the greenhouse that day. As well as creating a 
greenhouse diary for the school, it also collects critical data on the real life impacts and benefits of food 
production programs in schools. In partnership with the The University of Sydney’s Charles Perkins 
Centre, Food Ladder are conducting comprehensive analysis regarding the multiple health impacts of 
the Food Ladder approach to health prevention. The analysis will measure impacts on the key chronic 
diseases affecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities including diabetes, obesity, 
anaemia and growth faltering. This analysis will create a rich evidence base for future work in this area.  
 
 
7. Western Australia’s obligations and responsibilities to monitor and address food 
insecurity as an aspect of child wellbeing. 
 
There is an obligation on all levels of government, in all jurisdictions, to ensure that children and young 
people have access to healthy nutritious foods. Food insecurity for children and young people affected 
by poverty is not isolated to just Western Australia, it is Australia wide, in our cities, in our regional 
towns, and in our remote communities. 
 
There is an urgent requirement for food production, food preparation, health, and nutrition to be 
incorporated into all levels of education curriculum. These hands on topics need to become a part of 
every students daily learning, and be given equal importance as maths, English, and social sciences. 
This includes adequate funding for infrastructure, teaching staff, and support staff for food and nutrition 
related programs. This will create the right environment for lifelong learning and generational change. 
 
Australia is a signatory to several international agreements: 

• The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) of 1948 includes every persons right “to 
an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate food, clothing and 
housing”. [Article 25] 

• The 1975 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESR). Article 11 
requires countries to take pro-active steps to ensure food security, through ‘respecting, 
protecting and fulfilling’ the right to food. 

• In 1990 Australia ratified The Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC) which refers 
specifically to the rights of children to food security. Article 14 requires countries take 
appropriate measures to combat disease and malnutrition among children through the provision 
of adequate nutritious foods; and to provide education to parents and children on ‘child health 
and nutrition’.  

• The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals were endorsed by Australia in 2015. With 
a goal of ‘Zero Hunger’ by 2030, it is defined as ‘end hunger, achieve food security and 
improved nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture’.  

• In Western Australia the Commissioner for Children and Young People WA is responsible for 
the 9 key rights for WA children and young people and their ‘right to a healthy life’, and “must 
give special consideration to “those children who are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander or 
vulnerable or disadvantaged for any reason”.  

 
The Food Ladder school program provides the perfect environment for aiding governments in 
addressing food insecurity in low socio educational schools throughout Australia, and has the added 
benefit of collecting essential data for the monitoring of outcomes of food production and nutrition 
programs in schools. 
 
 
Conclusion 
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This “Inquiry into the most effective ways for Western Australia to address food insecurity for children 
and young people affected by poverty” follows on from the Federal “Inquiry into food pricing and food 
security in remote Indigenous communities” and many inquiries before that. Each inquiry results in 
recommendations that can take many years to implement, if implemented at all.  
 
It is our wish as an organisation focussed on addressing food insecurity for children and young people 
in low socio economic communities, to see practical on ground results implemented in the shortest 
possible time frames. For what is a small financial investment for Food Ladder greenhouse 
infrastructure, school students can be harvesting and consuming their first crop of healthy nutritious 
produce within approximately 12 weeks from signing up with Food Ladder.  
 
Our programs and their outcomes are life long for the schools and their students. Quality infrastructure 
featuring the latest technologies in food production become a long term asset for the school, enabling 
all students within the school to be educated in these critical life disciplines for many years to come. 
Our support provided to schools by education and industry experts is ongoing, well into the future, and 
the data collected from schools benefitting from our projects can be used to shape future directions in 
food, health, and nutrition education. 
 
In only 2 years our Food Ladder School Program has been able to engage with 105 schools through 
our online education portal, with 11 greenhouse projects implemented around the country. This has our 
school program engaging with 36,000 students and this number is steadily growing. Evidence and 
examples of the success of these programs and the impact they are having on students and school 
communities can be found at the below web links, with video stories of schools where our greenhouse 
infrastructure has been implemented. 

• Leonora District High School, Western Australia – https://youtu.be/lgb06v6lm2A 
• Wellington Public School, New South Wales – https://youtu.be/gV8-y4brt9U 
• Sorell School, Tasmania - https://youtu.be/Dmer8U42qqE 
• More school project videos can be viewed at - https://www.foodladder.org/projects/ 
• Our Education Portal can be viewed at - https://edu.foodladder.org 

 
We welcome the opportunity to present to the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for 
Children and Young People about Food Ladder and provide further information on our programs and 
our commitment to ending the food insecurity being faced by children and young people within Western 
Australia. 
 
To create long lasting change in the food security and nutrition of children and young people requires a 
change direction to create a change in culture, and the earlier the age this is started, the more effective 
this will be in the long term. There is no overnight solution, but the sooner we start this, the sooner we 
will start to see long term benefits and results.  
 
Thank you again for the opportunity to provide a submission to this inquiry, and we look forward 
implementing further Food Ladder projects in Western Australia and playing an active role improving 
food security and nutrition in children and young people throughout the state. 
 
Warm regards  
 
Food Ladder  
 
 
Contact Details 
 
Lucy Payne       
Head of Partnerships / Joint Acting CEO    
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Appendix 1 - Letter of Support, Leonora District High School, Western Australia 

 






