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OraTaiao (NZ Climate & Health Council) Policy Statement  

 

Building resilience in Aotearoa’s food systems: 
Government-funded institutions need to purchase healthy, sustainable kai 
 
New Zealand’s declaration of a climate emergency highlights the need to build a resilient, 
sustainable food system. This requires integrated high-level policy, an approach promoted in the 
Climate Change Commission’s first advice to the Government (2021).1 An urgent priority for action 
is procurement of healthy and sustainable food by government-funded institutions. 
 

Policy Statement 

OraTaiao urges the NZ government to show bold leadership with immediate actions that 
accelerate progress towards a carbon-neutral public sector and build longer term resilience 
in our food systems.  

A clear priority for action is procurement of healthy and sustainable food by government-
funded institutions. Health professionals with foodservice expertise can support this work 
by developing food procurement policy guidelines for public sector organisations. 
 

 
Sustainable food systems for human and environmental health  

COVID-19 opened the door for the Government to assess the resilience of New Zealand’s food 
system. Weaknesses were exposed: a ‘just in time’ supply chain, a depleted agriculture sector that 
exports a narrow range of foods leaving us at the mercy of international markets for the other 
components of a balanced diet, and production methods that damage the environment, human 
health and mahinga kai.2-4 It is time for the Government and the ‘team of 5 million’ to take a 
tangible step towards building a strong, sustainable food system. Aotearoa needs well-designed 
policy to optimise human and environmental health co-benefits, overlooked to date.5 

 

The pandemic response has revealed many vulnerabilities in our society including fragmented 
public policy that addresses complex issues with scant recognition of the many interrelated factors 
that create them. Consequently, despite good policy in some areas that will improve the health 
and wellbeing of New Zealanders, these policies are undermined by others that do the opposite. 6 
This has been the case in the disconnect between agricultural policy, health and social policies, 
and environmental policy. As a result, our right as New Zealanders (Māori and non-Māori) to 
sufficient, acceptable, healthy, sustainably produced food continues to be compromised. As it 
stands, we have poor sectoral alignment between agricultural policies and those of the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals, population health targets and social policy, a situation 
common in many other food producing countries.7 As a result, New Zealanders suffer from some 
of the highest rates of non-communicable disease in the world.8 Multiple crises now assail us 
(climate change, economic and food insecurity, obesity-related health costs, COVID-19, etc.). All of 
these crises disproportionately, and unfairly, impact Māori and low-income households.  
 
The government’s Wellbeing Budgets (2019 -2021) appeal to the spirit of our nation: putting 
people first, removing inequalities, making long-term strategic investments and restoring our 
environment. These budgets are a welcome and overt declaration of purpose that by nature 
requires an alignment of effort and policy across a wide range of government departments. Our 
food and agricultural systems need the same integrated approach.   
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The inherent value of our food production systems in promoting health, building community and 
protecting our environment has for some time, been lost to an approach that simply values 
financial profit. We have become a country known for exporting animal protein/fat and fruit and 
importing grains and sugars.2 As a result, our rates of non-communicable disease are unacceptably 
high which in turn creates an enormous burden for our health system and personal cost to 
individuals, families and communities. The opportunity cost to our nation is enormous. Economic 
strategies to respond, recover and rebuild from the impacts of COVID-19 focused on 
transforming our food system are essential, so we can rebuild the economic, health, social and 
environmental fabric of our country.       
      
Action:  Public sector procurement of healthy and sustainable food  

The public sector is responsible for multi-million dollar food contracts but there is little 
accountability for this spend against health and sustainability outcomes. The Ministry of Health 
(MoH) acknowledges food purchasing decisions by health sector (and all government) institutions 
exert a powerful influence on food production, processing, supply and import activity.9 They could 
also strategically support local suppliers of fresh food (Māori and non-Māori enterprises) and 
allow them to take part in the economy created by some of the biggest employers in the regions. 
Currently, fragmented governance of food procurement in government-funded hospitals and 
residential care facilities creates a policy gap where foodservice providers determine food 
procurement. These providers, ranging from global multinational companies to in-house family 
businesses share a need for cost-effective, good quality food. Consequently, health and 
sustainability criteria rarely feature in their contracts and there is no evidence of transparent, 
criteria-based annual reporting clauses in these multi-million dollar contracts.  
 
Government-funded food purchasing is an action area with immediate benefits, so binding 
policies can deliver integrated health, economic and sustainability outcomes. Current policies are 
non-binding (weak) and poorly integrated. For example, the MoH National Food and Drink Policy 
focuses on nutrition criteria; sustainability criteria are mentioned briefly in the policy purpose 
statement.10 The only other visible policy is MoH 2021/2020 Letters of Expectations to DHBs 
requiring DHBs to undertake and report pro equity actions that mitigate and adapt to the impacts 
of climate change, and the MoH Sustainability and the Health Sector guide.9  While both policy 
instruments address sustainability actions, no targets or standards are given.  
 
Binding ‘sustainable’ government procurement policies have been implemented in Europe, and 
valuable lessons have been learnt.11,12 New Zealand can build on international experience and 
create an integrated, cost-effective ‘sustainable food’ procurement policy for all of government. 
This policy will encourage the adoption of a broader view of ‘value’ to incorporate environmental, 
health and social costs and opportunity into decision making. Investment in education, training 
and technical support needs to accompany this policy for public sector success; in return, public 
sector champions will provide leadership to external organisations to maximise impact. 
 
Once in a lifetime opportunity to reset our food system 

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic and declaration of a climate emergency, we have a unique 
opportunity to take a more sophisticated approach to investment decisions by connecting and 
integrating health, environmental, social, economic and agricultural policymaking to create truly 
sustainable, te Tiriti-based food systems in keeping with our ‘clean green’ image.  
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This is the time to redesign and reframe the place and purpose of our food system, to address our 
problems of recession, poverty, diet-related disease and climate change, and to ensure a 
sustainable agriculture sector continues to be the backbone of our economy long into the future.  
 
Government leadership, influence  

Strategic government action now to integrate high-level policy (across all of government)1 will 
support the efficient development of sustainable agricultural and food systems in Aotearoa, and 
as a result, primary sector growth. To date siloed policy engagement on sustainable food has 
focused on food and packaging waste, and nutrition - environment tensions around meat and 
dairy production, fishing practices and sustainable diets.  
 
Government food procurement is an influential, yet underutilised, mechanism for directly 
improving the health and wellbeing of New Zealanders across their lifespan. Thoughtfully designed 
procurement policy will provide a viable future for local and national employers, farmers and 
businesses, including Māori enterprises. We believe that the health sector is well-placed to lead an 
all of government initiative in this regard. 
 
Food unites New Zealanders  

Many New Zealanders are demanding strong government action for fair, resilient, sustainable 
food systems. This is not the time to hesitate. Key to effective government leadership is political 
framing of environmental, health, social and economic issues. Adroit framing is necessary to 
obtain buy-in from diverse stakeholders including consumers.  
 
Food is the common concern of diverse stakeholders. As a starting point for defining ‘food 
sustainability’, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations defines ‘sustainable 
diets’ as:  

“those diets with low environmental impacts which contribute to food and  
nutrition security and to healthy life for present and future generations.  

Sustainable diets are protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems,  
culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair and affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe 

and healthy; while optimizing natural and human resources.” 13  

This definition includes workers’ rights as a dimension of sustainability. Historically, employment 
rights have been overlooked in conceptual definitions of sustainable food, however its importance 
has been highlighted by recent categorisations of ‘essential workers’.14 
 
A congruent policy framing opportunity arises with recent initiatives to ‘buy local’ and ‘buy New 
Zealand made’. By tapping into consumers’ desire for trusted food sources and circular economies 
(‘food from somewhere’ replacing ‘food from nowhere’), consumers can engage in values-based 
thinking and feel empowered to act. 
 
Policy alternatives 

The costs of government inaction are too high to contemplate. New Zealand’s unconnected 
policies have serious short-term and long-term consequences. From a health perspective, our 
unsustainable food system contributes to rising healthcare costs and related wellbeing and 
productivity costs. From an economic perspective, our unsustainable food system  contributes to 
undiversified food export and import statistics, degraded environments, and destruction of our 
‘clean green’ image (our premium trade brand). From a social perspective, our unsustainable food 
system perpetuates inequity; Kiwis who struggle to put food on the table each day also struggle to 
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realise their full potential for contributing to our society. From a te Tiriti o Waitangi perspective, 
it’s unfair and unacceptable that all these matters disproportionally affect Māori who have 
indigenous rights to manage: mahinga kai, kaitiakitanga of natural resources and health inequities 
amongst Māori arising from food insecurity.4  
 
A range of policy actions is required to enhance connectedness, alignment and engagement 
around sustainable food systems. Concurrent actions will address underlying structural 
determinants of the triple burden of globalisation – malnutrition, environmental and socio-
economic impact.  
 
The starting point is cross-party agreement on an integrated policy governance framework to build 
healthy and sustainable food systems. A robust framework will promote health and agricultural 
sector leadership in policy actions coherent across the economic, social, environmental 
dimensions of sustainability.15 An effective framework will promote collaboration between 
national and local government, private and public sectors, te Tiriti partners, and consumers. 
 
Given the complexity and magnitude of policy change, OraTaiao encourages the government to 
concurrently pursue four policy actions to build a sustainable food system. 
 
Priority Policy Actions for New Zealand’s Sustainable Food System 
 

Immediate:  

1.  Develop measurable ‘sustainable food’ procurement criteria for all government-funded 
health sector food contracts (food supply and foodservice provision). Recognise the 
environmental and social value relative to the economic cost. This is low-hanging fruit with 
immediate environmental, economic and social benefits.   

 

2.  Add environmental sustainability criteria to the MoH National Healthy Food and Drink 
Policy,10 supporting sustainable food procurement clauses in all government procurement 
contracts (health, education, aged care, etc.).  
 

Short-term:  

3. Develop measurable reporting standards for procurement of sustainable food in health 
sector food contracts. Regular and public reporting of sustainable food procurement 
performance is necessary.  

 

Medium-term: 

4. Develop a ministerial-level Sustainable Food Systems programme focused on a multi-
sector, multi-level governance framework for transitioning all New Zealand government 
procurement to adopting a Sustainable Food Policy. The programme will be a significant 
component of the National Climate Change and Health Action Plan.16 
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OraTaiao profile 

OraTaiao: New Zealand Climate and Health Council, is a health professional organisation focusing on the 
health challenges of climate change, and the health opportunities of climate action. We encourage societal 
responses to climate change that promote equitable health and social outcomes and are consistent with te 

Tiriti o Waitangi and Human Rights.  
 

OraTaiao’s diverse membership can support the government in developing healthy climate policy, including 
policies to promote sustainable food systems. We are a politically non-partisan, incorporated society with a 
rapidly growing membership of health professionals: doctors, nurses, dietitians, midwives, public health 
professionals at all career stages (including New Zealand’s leading international climate health experts). 
Our over 700-strong membership is well supported by the wider New Zealand health sector, and by a 
global movement of health professional authorities (Global Climate and Health Alliance).  
 

Policy statement:  
Prepared by OraTaiao members: Penny Field, Louise Mainvil, Anna De Mello  
Reviewed by OraTaiao Māori Caucus December 2020 
Endorsed by OraTaiao Executive on 23 February 2021 
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