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Communique
National School Food Summit

Hobart, Tasmania 4 May 2026

Preamble

On 4 May 2026, over 150 delegates gathered in Hobart for Australia’s inaugural National
School Food Summit hosted by School Food Matters in partnership with Federation of
Canteens in Schools.

Participants included representatives from schools, government, non-government
organisations, academia and schools with an agreed agenda of improving food
environments. In an effort to recognise and document the participant voices, priorities, and
perspectives, delegates were invited to take part in a real-time online survey. A total of 70
delegates completed the survey, representing a broad cross-section of stakeholders,
including:

e Non-government organisations (33%)
e School-based roles (27%)

e Academia and research (24%)

e Government (16%)

This Communiqué reflects the collective wisdom, priorities, and lived experience of Summit
delegates and provides a shared foundation for national action.

Key Findings

Barriers to Accessing Nutritious Food in schools

Delegates identified several consistent barriers highlighting a number of systemic challenges
as follows:

¢ Insufficient funding and financial constraints
The cost of food, limited school budgets, inadequate staffing resources in school
canteens, and lack of investment in infrastructure (kitchens, storage and facilities)
limit access to nutritious food in schools. Many respondents also linked broader cost-
of-living pressures and food insecurity to reduced access to nutritious food for
students.

e Lack of coordinated government leadership, policy and political commitment.
Respondents described school food as a low government priority, highlighting
fragmented systems, inconsistent or absent school food policies across states, lack of
mandatory standards, short-term funding models, and insufficient national
coordination.

e Staffing, workforce capacity and time pressures.

Schools were described as lacking adequately trained staff, volunteers and workforce
capacity to prepare and deliver nutritious meals.
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¢ Influence of the food environment and ultra-processed foods (UPFs).
The widespread availability, convenience, affordability and marketing of unhealthy
foods were seen as major barriers, particularly when compared with the cost and
preparation time associated with healthier options. Several responses noted that
UPFs have become normalised within lunchboxes and school food environments.

e Knowledge and school culture
Responses referred to limited food literacy among parents, students and school
communities. Lack of understanding about the role school food can play in learning
and wellbeing, insufficient canteen knowledge, and varying levels of school buy-in
and enthusiasm for healthy eating initiatives.

“Access... is hindered less by intent and more by system gaps... cost,
infrastructure, and coordination... fragmented policy and short-term
funding mean efforts aren’t joined up or sustainable.”

Top three priority Issues for School Food Interventions

Delegates identified the following top issues school food interventions should address:

e Food insecurity (77%)
e Inadequate fruit and vegetable intake (69%)
e Excessive consumption of ultra-processed foods (63%)

These priorities highlight the need to address both equity and dietary quality.

Policy Interventions that should be pursued as most impactful for improving
access to nourishing food in schools

The strongest consensus emerged around the following policy interventions:
Free school lunch programs (79%)
Mandatory nationally recognised healthy school canteen/food guidelines (73%)
Free fruit and vegetable programs (41%)
e Free breakfast programs (40%)
Delegates also emphasised investment in infrastructure, workforce, and food education (e.g.
kitchen garden programs).

Main practical barriers to implementing interventions for improving access to
nourishing food in schools.

¢ Insufficient and unsustainable funding
Inadequate state and federal funding, limited school budgets, lack of sustainable
long-term financing, and insufficient resourcing for staffing, infrastructure, food
provision and program delivery.

e Lack of political will, leadership and government prioritisation.
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School food as a low policy priority, with limited government appetite for prevention-
focused initiatives despite the recognised links between nutrition, learning and
wellbeing. Many noted a lack of commitment from decision makers, inconsistent
governance, and resistance to systemic reform or “whole-of-system” change.

¢ Fragmented governance and lack of national coordination
Inconsistencies between states and territories, outdated or unenforced canteen
guidelines, and the absence of a cohesive national framework for school food. (Many
called for mandatory, nationally recognised healthy school food policies and
coordinated government approaches that provide implementation support across
jurisdictions.)

¢ Inadequate infrastructure, workforce capacity and operational resources
Schools were described as lacking kitchens, facilities, trained staff, and time to
effectively deliver nutritious food programs.

e Cost and affordability
This includes the rising cost of food, employment and service delivery. Schools and
canteens were perceived to operate within tight financial constraints, making healthy
food provision difficult to sustain.

e Mindset, awareness and buy-in.
Limited understanding among governments, school leaders and the broader
community about the role school food can play in improving health, education and
food security outcomes. Some noted resistance to change, competing priorities, fear
of stigma, and lack of confidence in scalable models as barriers to progress.

“What we hear is cost, risk... but when there is a will there is a way”

Outcomes that should be prioritised when designing school meals in Australia
Delegates identified the following three outcomes as the highest priorities of school meals:
e Preventing child hunger at school (77%)

e Increasing exposure to healthy food to healthy foods and meals (74%)
e Improving dietary outcomes (56%)

Social benefits (shared meals, community connection) were also recognised as important co-
benefits.

Biggest threats to delivering a meaningful school lunch program

Delegates reported the following biggest threats to a meaningful school lunch project:

* Funding and long-term investment
A dominant concern was insufficient, insecure and unsustainable funding for
implementation, long-term sustainability, quality, and scalability. Many highlighted
lack of ongoing government funding, cost of food and operations, high upfront costs
(infrastructure, equipment). Respondents stressed that short-term or piecemeal pilot
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funding undermines scalability and continuity, particularly for universal programs
requiring substantial kitchen infrastructure, staffing and operational resources.

Lack of political will, bipartisan support and coordinated government leadership
Respondents described school food as a low political priority, vulnerable to changing
governments, shifting policies and competing government agendas. Concerns were
raised about inconsistent approaches across jurisdictions, fragmented projects, lack
of national cohesion, and insufficient accountability for child nutrition outcomes.
School capacity, workforce pressures and infrastructure limitations

Schools were perceived as already overstretched, with limited time, staffing, facilities
and “people power” to take on additional responsibilities. Respondents noted
inadequate kitchen infrastructure, insufficient staffing, staff burnout, poor
remuneration, and lack of trained personnel as significant barriers. Smaller schools
and regional or remote schools were seen as particularly challenged by space,
logistics and food distribution issues.

Whole-school engagement, culture and community buy-in.

Issues included limited understanding of school lunch programs; public perceptions
and resistance to change, parent acceptance of new models, students’ willingness to
try new foods

Program integrity risks

Concerns were raised about maintaining program integrity and purpose. Key risks
included programs becoming commercially driven rather than nutrition-focused,
over-reliance on ultra-processed foods, reduced food quality, exclusion of local
producers, and influence from food industry.

Competing government priorities and limited budgets, especially in this
climate where government is becoming even more frugal.

Elevating future political interest and priority for equitable access to nourishing
food in Australian schools

Delegates identified the following strategies to elevate political interest and priority for
equitable access to nourishing food in Australian schools.

Build a strong evidence & economic case

Respondents emphasised the importance of building a stronger evidence base
demonstrating the health, education and long-term wellbeing benefits of school food
programs. Use robust evaluation and data collection, develop cost-benefit and health
economic modelling, position school foods as high-return public investment, show
measurable results through pilots and case studies.

Political prioritisation is most likely when school food is framed as a high-return
public investment, not just a social program.

Advocacy, awareness raising and public campaigns.

Respondents called for high-profile national campaigns, stronger communications
and marketing efforts, and widespread awareness raising to explain why school food
matters. Storytelling, testimonials, showcasing successful programs, and sharing
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“good news” stories were seen as important ways to personalise the issue and build
public and political momentum.

Political champions, bipartisan commitment and government leadership.
Respondents highlighted the value of influential champions and advocates who
governments would listen to, as well as the need to depoliticise school food and
secure bipartisan support to ensure long-term continuity. Engage policymakers
through events, conferences, and direct dialogue.

Collaboration, partnerships and collective advocacy.

Respondents highlighted the importance of bringing together governments, schools,
researchers, health professionals, communities, families and advocacy organisations
to create a united voice for change. Cross-sector partnerships, grassroots
movements, alliances, conferences and stakeholder engagement were viewed as
essential for building momentum.

National policy reform

Develop national guidelines and standards alongside embedding school food within
food security frameworks or legislation.

Aligning with economic, regional and system benefits

Positioning school food within broader economic and system outcomes. This includes
supporting local farmers and food systems, creating jobs and strengthening regional
economies and highlighting system-wide benefits across health, education and the
economy.

Take it out of the political contest altogether and frame school food as
shared, place-based infrastructure that simply reflects who we are as a
community - ensuring every child is nourished, ready to learn, and treated
with dignity.

Conclusion

The National School Food Summit has demonstrated both the urgency and opportunity to
transform school food in Australia. Many respondents emphasised that improving access to
nutritious food requires a whole-of-system integrating:

Long term funding

Infrastructure and workforce investment
Policy alighment and national coordination
Education and community engagement.

By aligning evidence, policy, and practice, Australia can build a system where every child is
nourished, ready to learn, and supported to thrive.
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