Alliance of Rural & Regional
Community Health

Dear Supporter,

Re: Strengthening the Victorian Canteens, Healthy Eating, and Other Food Services
Policy.

The Alliance for Regional and Rural Community Health Organisations (ARRCH) urges the Department of
Education to mandate and monitor the Victorian Canteens, Healthy Eating and Other Food Services Policy
(referred to as "the policy"). This measure is essential to ensure that school environments consistently support
the wellbeing of Victorian children.

The issue

The current policy provides essential guidance to schools on creating healthy food environments for children.
Key strengths include promoting food consistent with the Australian Dietary Guidelines and referring schools
to a range of supports, such as menu planning tools, confectionary guides, implementation and support
services.

However, alignment with the policy is not mandated or monitored, and evidence links this to poor
implementation. Schools in Victoria are failing to meet the current policy guidelines, with recent studies
revealing that no_school meets the guidelines and 94% of Victorian school canteens continue to offer
prohibited ‘never’ and ‘occasionally’ category products’, despite the supports available. Evidence from other
states shows mandating healthy canteens works. Schools in NSW and WA where healthy canteens are
mandated have more than 95% of schools complying with the guidelines'. Further evidence for change is
detailed below.

A consistent and accountable approach to school food environments will support Victorian children to enjoy a
healthy, happy childhood and to lay the foundations for life-long health and wellbeing, in line with Victoria’s

Healthy Kids, Healthy Futures Action Plan. child, youth and family focused places provide and promote healthier
food and drink

Support for change

As well as sector support for this change indicated by the wide range of signatories, communities have
demonstrated their support of this initiative with the variety of case studies provided below. DPV Health's
Healthy Schools for Healthy Futures Campaign gained 535 signatures in support of updating, mandating and
monitoring the school canteen policy. Schools and canteen managers also support a stronger policy
environment to enable healthy canteen initiatives:

"I strongly support mandating the Canteens, Healthy Eating, and Other Food Services Policy for all Victorian state
schools, similar to the approach in NSW and WA. Having family in NSW, I've seen firsthand the benefits of a required
policy. Additionally, | have extensive experience working under the Victorian policy as the Canteen Manager at
Kyneton Primary School. In this role, I've focused on making healthier choices more accessible. I've collaborated
with my local Community Health organisation and actively involved students and the wider school community to
implement a range of healthy changes to our school’s canteen menu. Significant resources and time have been
invested in these initiatives, but I'm concerned that their long-term success depends on the interest and drive
of a few individuals. Mandating the policy would ensure that the healthy changes we've worked so hard to
create are sustained into the future.” - Sarah Lockhart, Kyneton Primary School Canteen Manager and
Former President of Kyneton Primary School Council.


https://arrch.org.au/
https://www2.education.vic.gov.au/pal/canteens-and-healthy-eating/policy
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/health-strategies/healthy-kids-healthy-futures
https://www.dpvhealth.org.au/healthy-schools-healthy-futures/#sign
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Who we are

ARRCH is comprised of 11 Community Health Organisations, who provide health and wellbeing services to 87%
of Victoria across 187,022 km? of regional and remote areas. ARRCH works with community and partners across
the social determinants of health. This submission is consistent with ARRCH's interest in health equity and
leading community health promotion approaches at scale within a health and wellbeing economy.

Evidence for change
1. Policy compliance challenges:

Schools are failing to meet the current policy guidelines. Recent studies reveal that 94% of Victorian school
canteens offer prohibited ‘never’ and ‘occasionally’ category products, with no schools providing the
recommended ‘everyday’ food and drinks for more than 50% of their menu offerings'. This contributes
directly to a harmful school food environment that promotes unhealthy eating habits among children and
negatively impacts student learning and behaviour®.

Victoria's Healthy Choices Policy provides a compelling example of the successful transition from guidelines
to requirement. By mandating healthy food and drink standards in public health services and hospitals, the
state has significantly improved the availability of nutritious options, showcasing the effectiveness of this
approach in creating healthier environments. Just over a year after the policy release, 88% of Victorian
health services and hospitals had removed sugary drinks and met the policy targets".

2. Impact of the school food environment on Victorian children:

Discretionary foods, such as sugary drinks, processed snacks, and confectionery, account for nearly 40% of
energy intake for Victorian childrenvi, and only one in 25 children (4%) meet the guidelines for
recommended daily serves of vegetablesvii.

Children are highly vulnerable to the pressures of consuming highly processed, nutrient poor, energy dense
discretionary foods that are common in school canteens across Victoria. Children consume 1/3 of their total
energy intake during school hours. Much evidence demonstrates that enhancing the school food
environment can increase healthy eating, impact classroom attention and learning outcomes, and protect
against socio-economic disadvantage, providing a duty of care to children ¥ xx

Further evidence shows that the food and drink choices of children directly impacts their classroom
attention and learning outcomes, as well as setting up norms that shape future food preferences. Requiring
healthy canteens can improve children’s health and wellbeing now and into the future.

3. Policy environment in NSW and WA:

In contrast to the Victorian environment, evidence from NSW demonstrates the success of mandated
healthy eating policies, with over g5% of NSW state schools meeting the requirement of offering over 50%
‘everyday’ food items on their menus.

The NSW Healthy School Canteen Strategy ensures that all public schools in NSW provide healthier food
and drink choices. This strategy replaced the earlier “traffic light” system and uses criteria aligned with the
Australian Dietary Guidelines to simplify menu design. Schools are required to offer menus consisting of at
least 75% “everyday” foods, such as fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, while restricting “occasional”
foods to no more than 25%, provided they meet a minimum Health Star Rating of 3.5. This initiative is part
of a broader government effort to reduce childhood obesity, with a specific target of
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https://arrch.org.au/
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/publications/healthy-choices-policy-directive-and-guidelines-for-health-services
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/heal/Pages/healthy-school-canteens.aspx
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/guidelines/guidelines
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/guidelines/guidelines
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lowering obesity rates by 5% by 2025. The program’s phased implementation and support tools have
significantly increased compliance rates, making NSW a leader in creating healthy school environments.

Studies and implementation reports indicate that over 95% of schools in NSW have successfully adopted
the Healthy School Canteen Strategy, achieving high compliance rates*. This outcome is attributed to the
clear requirements and resources and support from the Healthy Food Finder tool¥, which helps schools
source compliant products. In addition, schools have seen positive responses from students and parents,
reinforcing the cultural shift towards healthier eating.

Western Australia enforces its Healthy Food and Drink Policy and ensures schools are compliant with
canteen guidelines. WA has the strictest guidelines and uses a traffic light system. The guidelines stipulate
that school canteens must provide more than 6o per cent green foods, less than 40 per cent amber foods
and no red foods. School principals are required to complete annual evaluations of their school canteen’s
compliance, and compliance is monitored by the WA Department of Education*i.

Both these regions, as well as Tasmania and ACT, have monitoring and evaluation mechanisms in place
that can guide implementation in Victoria*".

Support for implementation:

While school settings remain responsible to meet compliance measures, the Department of Health's
Community Health-Health Promotion (CHHP) workforce is well placed to provide support and resources.
The CHHP workforce already facilitates menu reviews, promotes the Healthy Eating Advisory Service, and
supports a range of initiatives such as Vic Kids Eat Well and the Achievement Program.

The Healthy Eating Advisory Service is a Victorian Government funded service delivered by Nutrition
Australia — Vic Division, that provides menu checking and other tools for schools to promote healthy eating
and comply with the policy.

The recent launch of School Breakfast Clubs Program will also aid in the transition to healthier eating
options, with the program delivering a menu that meets Healthy Eating Guidelines, prioritising green rated
and fresh foods and where possible and using locally produced and manufactured supplies.

Leveraging and amplifying these resources would ease the transition for schools to comply with mandatory
policies.

Alignment with Victorian state priorities:

The Victorian Health and Wellbeing Plan 2023—2027 commits to ‘prioritise implementation of policies that
promote the uptake of healthy foods and drinks in key public settings (including health services, schools,
early childhood services, workplaces, sport and recreation settings and events). However, the absence of
mandatory requirements and robust monitoring frameworks hinders progress.

Healthy Kids, Healthy Futures is a five year action plan to support Victorian children and young people to be
healthy, active and well. Consistent with the Victorian Public Health and Wellbeing Plan 2023-27, Healthy
kids, healthy futures has a strong focus on creating supportive environments for healthy eating and
highlights that healthy eating fosters better learning outcomes by enhancing attention, focus, and overall
well-being. The plan prioritizes promoting healthier food and drink in schools and other settings to combat
childhood obesity and improve overall health resilience.
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https://www.health.wa.gov.au/About-us/Policy-frameworks/Public-Health/Mandatory-requirements/Chronic-Disease-Prevention-and-Health-Promotion/Healthy-Options-WA-Food-and-Nutrition-Policy
https://www.vickidseatwell.health.vic.gov.au/
https://www.achievementprogram.health.vic.gov.au/education/schools
https://heas.health.vic.gov.au/
https://www.vic.gov.au/school-breakfast-clubs-program
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/victorian-public-health-and-wellbeing-plan-2023-27
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/health-strategies/healthy-kids-healthy-futures

A Alliance of Rural & Regional
Community Health

The Victorian Action Plan to Prevent Oral Disease 2020—2030 links healthy eating with oral health,
emphasizing that consuming nutritious foods and avoiding sugary beverages are vital to reducing oral
diseases like tooth decay, which significantly impacts children. Schools are identified as critical settings for
promoting good oral health practices, including fostering dietary habits that limit sugary and acidic food
intake. Healthy eating strategies in schools directly support the broader goal of reducing preventable oral
health issues through education and access to healthier food choices.

Mandating the current policy is in line with A Healthier Start for Victorians: A consensus statement on obesity
prevention specific recommendation 6: Increase the scope of and strengthen compliance with the School
Canteens and Other School Food Services Policy. This consensus statement was developed by Cancer Council
Victoria, Diabetes Victoria, Global Obesity Centre Deakin University, Heart Foundation, Institute for
Physical Activity and Nutrition Deakin University, Nutrition Australia, Obesity Policy Coalition, Victoria
Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation and Vic Health.

Recommendations:

1. Mandate the Policy: Over a phased period, transition the guidelines to a mandated requirement, ensuring
that schools align their menus with the policy. A supported transition period of 2 years is suggested to
ensure schools have enough time to explore their options, especially for smaller and remote schools where
canteens may be outsourced and local provider viability may be a consideration.

2. Monitor and evaluate compliance: Introduce mechanisms to track adherence, such as embedding
monitoring processes within FISO 2.0 and Annual Operational Plans (AOPs). Review resourcing of HEAS
and other supports in order to accommodate school compliance needs.

3. Enhanced communication and support: Clearly communicate the shift from optional to mandatory
guidelines and provide schools with access to resources and adequate time for the transition.

4. Refine policy language: Use directive language (“required”) within the policy’s guiding principles for food
selection.

5. Promote the educational benefits: Emphasise the academic and behavioural improvements linked to
healthy eating as part of school’s core business, with endorsements from the Department of Education and
Training (DET) and the Department of Health (DH).

Examples of Victorian metro, regional and rural case studies highlighting benefits of schools
offering healthy canteens:

e  Mooroopna Park Primary School wins award as free food transforms behaviour, attendance
e  Bright P-12 College Adds Tasty and Nutritious Options to Their Menu

e  Nothing sweet or sour about the drink’s fridge at Yarrawonga College P-12

e  Ballarat Grammar supports wellbeing with the Healthy Schools Achievement Program

e  Wholesome foods and aromas fill Boisdale Consolidated School’s canteen

e  Rushworth College changes up the menu for students

e  Toorloo Arm Primary School kids are happy with healthy lunch orders

e  Mildura Specialist School leads the way with healthy food and drink options for students

e Dandenong West Primary School makes healthy eating and wellbeing a top priority

Yours sincerely,

Alliance of Rural and Regional Community Health
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https://www.health.vic.gov.au/publications/victorian-action-plan-to-prevent-oral-disease-2020-30
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Obesity-Consensus-Full-Report.pdf
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-08-22/mooroopna-park-school-free-food-profound-student-improvements/101346996
https://www.vickidseatwell.health.vic.gov.au/be-inspired/case-studies/bright-p-12-college-adds-tasty-and-nutritious-options-to-their-menu.html
https://prevention.health.vic.gov.au/blog/posts/nothing-sweet-or-sour-about-the-drink-s-fridge-at-yarrawonga-college-p-12
https://www.vickidseatwell.health.vic.gov.au/be-inspired/case-studies/school-uses-ballarat-health-promoters-to-boost-canteen-with-vic-kids-eat-well.html
https://www.vickidseatwell.health.vic.gov.au/be-inspired/case-studies/wholesome-foods-and-aromas-fill-boisdale-consolidated-schools-canteen.html
https://www.vickidseatwell.health.vic.gov.au/be-inspired/case-studies/rushworth-college-menu-change-for-students.html
https://www.vickidseatwell.health.vic.gov.au/be-inspired/case-studies/toorloo-arm-primary-school-kids-are-happy-with-healthy-lunch-orders.html
https://www.vickidseatwell.health.vic.gov.au/be-inspired/case-studies/mildura-specialist-school-leads-the-way-with-healthy-food-and-drink-options-for-students.html
https://www.vickidseatwell.health.vic.gov.au/be-inspired/case-studies/dandenong-west-primary-school-healthy-eating-top-priority.html
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Mandy Hutchinson, CEO
Bendigo Community Health Services
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Bellarine Community Health

Sean Duffy, CEO
Ballarat Community Health
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Gippsland Lake Complete Health

Greg Little, CEO
Grampians Community Health

Daniel Ciccosillo, Interim CEO
NEXUS Primary Health

Mansoor Hussain, COO
Northern District Community Health
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Primary Care Connect
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David Wild, CEO
Sunbury and Cobaw Community Health
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Sunraysia Community Health Services
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