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Executive summary  
Effective governance is needed to achieve the aims of the decadal plan for nutrition science in 
Australia. Nutrition science has the potential to significantly improve human and planetary health, 
yet strong political and commercial forces undermine achievements in this area. Avoidable, 
nutrition-sensitive diseases are reaching epidemic proportions with adverse social, economic and 
environmental consequences.  

Nutrition science is the study of food systems including nutrients, foods and dietary patterns, as well 
as their interactions within and between biological, social and environmental systems. It is complex 
and continuously changing. The nutrition science vision is to achieve and sustain a food system that 
ensures food and nutrition security for all Australians as a fundamental human right.  

Although good governance is increasingly called for in all areas of nutrition science, clear definition 
of what constitutes good governance, as well as the development and refinement of principles and 
mechanisms for implementation, is needed. The growing complexities and contested nature of food 
and nutrition policy, practice, and research make it necessary to clarify where and how decision 
making occurs within the food and nutrition system. It is also essential to establish the processes 
that support effective governance from paddock to plate.   

This paper discusses the new nutrition science paradigm, priorities and challenges for the next 
decade in Australia. It critically explores major challenges—including the neoliberal political order; 
commercial conflicts of interest exacerbated by the role of technology, social and other media; and 
limited research infrastructure and resources. It also proposes a model for effective governance, 
including a recommendation for a peak nutrition science body to help meet the challenges and 
ensure the pathway for a healthier Australia by 2027 and beyond.  
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Context and scope 
Nutrition science, which includes agricultural, ecological, biological, animal, human, clinical, 
environmental, political, and social sciences, is a fundamental driver of food and nutrition security 
for Australia. Food security means that food is available and appropriate (safe, nutritious, in 
sufficient amounts and reliable supply), accessible (distribution systems enable it to get to where it is 
needed) and affordable (available at prices people can afford to pay, and people have adequate 
incomes and are free from poverty). Good nutrition is the desired outcome, so consumption and all 
the demand-side factors that influence it must be included in all considerations, and food production 
should support the environment to ensure future food supplies. 

 ‘The ultimate aim… [of] …food security is to arrive at a healthy and well-nourished 
population that can take on, to the maximum of its capacities, the development of its own 
community, area or country’ (Roetter and Van Keulen 2008)   

Australia is considered to be food secure. Australian food producers provide 90% of the domestic 
food supply for around 25 million people, and export enough food to feed an additional 40 million 
people (Turner et al. 2017). 

Nutrition science is an integrated science encompassing the biological, social and environmental 
sciences to meet future the circumstances of the twenty-first century (Beauman et al. 2005 p.697). 
The health and welfare of people and the planet are at its heart. The 2004 Giessen Declaration 
stated that the overall principles guiding nutrition science ‘are ethical in nature and should also be 
guided by the philosophies of co-responsibility and sustainability, by the life-course and human 
rights approaches, and by an understanding of evolution, history and ecology’ (Beauman et al. 2005.  

As nutrition science informs all aspects of the food system, including the type, amount, quality, 
safety, marketing, promotion and distribution of food and beverages available in Australia and their 
impact on the environment, today and in the future, there is need for strong governance to manage 
the potentially conflicting and diverse interests of the food and nutrition system.  

Governance is:  

‘…the sum of the many ways individuals and institutions, public and private, manage their 
common affairs. It is a continuing process through which conflicting or diverse interests 
may be accommodated and cooperative action may be taken. It includes formal 
institutions and regimes empowered to enforce compliance, as well as informal 
arrangements that people and institutions either have agreed to or perceive to be in their 
interest’ (World Health Organization 1995, p.4).  

Although the need for effective nutrition science governance in Australia has been called for or 
assumed, it has not been defined or well described. Researchers attending the Theo Murphy Re-
Thinking Food and Nutrition Sciences Think Tank in July 2017 identified a need to describe and 
critically explore the nature of effective governance for nutrition science and the requirements for 
positive achievements in Australia over the next decade and into the future. This discussion paper 
provides a starting point for those deliberations.  
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The new nutrition science 
Think Tank participants were concerned that food systems are failing to protect public health and 
are contributing to unsustainable economic, societal and environmental burdens. For example, 
conservative estimates are that Australia’s contemporary unhealthy dietary pattern will result in 
productivity and health costs of at least A$3 billion in the year 2025 (Turner et al. 2017).  

These concerns are not new, after exploring the evolution of nutrition science, its achievements and 
limitations a decade ago, ‘thought’ leaders in the field expanded the definition of nutrition science to 
meet emerging challenges. The working definition of nutrition science includes:  

‘... the study of food systems, foods and drinks, and their nutrients and other constituents; 
and of their interactions within and between all relevant biological, social and 
environmental systems and called for a unified science across the food system’ (Beauman 
et al. 2005).  

Ethical principles, guided by philosophies of co-responsibility, sustainability, life-course and human 
rights approaches and with an understanding of evolution, history and ecology, form the basis of the 
new nutrition science approach (Beauman et al. 2005).  

Priorities and achievements of food and nutrition science  
Food safety, food security, diet quality, and an environmentally sustainable food supply are key food 
system and nutrition science priorities (Allison et al. 2015). The agreed vision of leading Australian 
health authorities is for ‘…a safe, nutritious, affordable, accessible and environmentally sustainable 
food supply now and into the future for health and prosperity’ (Public Health Association of Australia 
2011; Queensland University 2013). Although the Australian Government asserts that Australia has a 
clean, safe [from foodborne illness] and affordable food supply (Department of Agriculture 2014), 
further focus and action is needed to address the public health, economic, and societal impacts 
related to the consequences of an unhealthy dietary pattern. The evidence to inform policy action 
must be underpinned and informed by timely and high quality nutrition science.  

Food safety 
Australia’s record is exemplary in the area of protecting the public against foodborne illness (food 
safety) as Food Standards Australia and New Zealand (FSANZ) delivers a comprehensive policy and 
regulatory system with the main objective of protecting public health and safety, primarily focusing 
on this area (FSANZ, 2017). However, it is unclear whether the system is equipped to meet the 
current and future challenges of the food supply relating to improving nutrition and preventing 
overweight and obesity and subsequent non-communicable diet-related disease (NCD). Dietary risk 
factors are the leading contributors to the global burden of disease (Abajobir et al. 2017). In 
recognition of this, ‘Supporting the public health objective to reduce chronic disease related to 
overweight and obesity’ is one of the three FSANZ’s priorities for 2017–21 (Food Standards Australia 
and New Zealand 2017).  

Commercial vested interests assert undue influence to directly compete with public health 
objectives in the areas of improving food and nutrition security to prevent NCDs. There is increasing 
recognition of the need to ensure transparency, rigor and public scrutiny of government food and 
nutrition policy, regulatory and norm-setting activities to ensure they are adequately protected from 
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undue commercial interest (Brown, K et al. 2015). There is an urgent need for strong governance 
throughout nutrition science research to inform decision making in policy and practice to strengthen 
action.  

Food security 
Australia is considered to be food secure, yet there are population subgroups, including Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people, people who are disadvantaged due to their socioeconomic 
circumstances, and those living in remote geographic areas, who experience higher levels of food 
insecurity than the rest of the community. Australians with the least wealth experience the poorest 
health, in part due to their poor diet (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2012). Vulnerable 
population subgroups have higher rates of both forms of malnutrition—under- and over-nutrition—
leading to nutrient deficiency and overweight and obesity, and avoidable diet-related diseases (for 
example, Type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular diseases and some cancers). Participation of food-insecure 
citizens in the development of programs and policies that affect them is an important issue for 
scientists, highly relevant to governance and merits consideration within the decadal plan. As well, 
research to explore the social determinants of food insecurity and effective policy options to 
mitigate its impact are warranted. 

Food insecurity at a global level requires a coordinated political policy response and Australia has 
many neighbouring low- to middle-income countries with high levels of food insecurity. In recent 
times, the Australian Government has lowered the priority of its international food security 
donations and partnerships with vulnerable countries.  

Diet quality, population health and wellbeing 
The National Health and Medical Research Council’s Australian Dietary Guidelines provide 
scientifically based advice on a dietary pattern for health and wellbeing and to reduce the risk of 
avoidable diet-related disease (NHMRC 2013). Very few Australians regularly consume diets that 
adhere to the recommendations of the Australian Guide to Healthy Eating, Australia’s food selection 
guide (ABS 2011-12). Poor diet quality across the life-course results in a significant social and 
economic burden for Australia. The burden of disease attributable to diet is substantial and 
increasing (Forouzanfar et al. 2015), and when combined with the burden associated with obesity, 
represent the highest preventable risk and burden for Australia.  

Changes across the food supply have contributed to the poor dietary pattern and epidemic 
proportions of excess body weight. Shifting dietary patterns towards those that are more nutritious 
is a major nutrition science priority. Identifying and actioning an evidenced-based suite of food and 
nutrition policy options within a national food and nutrition policy framework and governance 
structure is an identified Theo Murphey Think Tank priority. 

Environmentally sustainable food supply—minimising food waste and environmental 
impact 
Food and nutrition sciences have helped to advance the production of an abundant food supply in 
many parts of the world, but this has had significant ramifications for planetary health. Creating and 
maintaining an environmentally sustainable Australian food supply is an ongoing and increasingly 
urgent priority for the science. ‘Grow. Make. Prosper. The decadal plan for Australian Agricultural 
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Sciences’ (2017) describes the major achievements of Australian agriculture and highlights areas for 
improvement. A healthy diet is largely a more environmentally sustainable diet, therefore public 
health nutrition and environmental sustainability are interconnected and share common dietary 
causes and solutions (Lawrence et al. 2015). A fundamental principle of nutrition science and its 
governance (informed by the overarching goals set by Think Tank participants) is a priority to create 
ways to improve the environmental sustainability of the food system, including minimising food 
waste and mitigating environmental impact. 

 

Challenges to food and nutrition science 
Arguably, nutrition science is one of the most contested sciences due to the influence of political 
structures, commercial vested interests, and overall influence of food industry, media and 
community perceptions. Despite the value of food and nutrition science, funding and infrastructure 
to support research and innovation is increasingly difficult and potentially complicated by industry 
and commercial funders.  

Political environment and external forces  
Neoliberalism is a political ideology that promotes deregulation, privatisation of public assets, a 
smaller role for government and free-market economic principles (Western et al. 2007). 
Neoliberalism aims to reduce the state’s role and promotes free trade (McKeon 2015). In Australia, 
and most high-income countries, this ideology dominates and has significant ramifications for 
nutrition (Caraher and Coveney 2003).  

For example, food and nutrition policy and programs are increasingly made and implemented via a 
collaborative public–private approach. Conflicts of interest in the funding, scope and accountabilities 
have been identified and both the risks and benefits of this approach are being explored (UK Health 
Forum 2016). While governments have the overall responsibility for public health and protecting 
public policies from conflicts, the wider and more distributed networks of actors in the policy 
process means that the roles of governments are more complex (Kraak et al. 2012).  

Three related factors have the potential to reduce the impact of nutrition science to protect and 
promote public health and food and nutrition security. Firstly, the globalisation of food systems has 
reduced the traditional governance policy space within which national governments operate 
(Swinburn et al. 2015). Secondly, and at the same time, the power of commercial vested interest is 
food policy decision-making in Australia is significant and largely uncontested, and nutrition 
advocates have limited access to decision makers (Cullerton et al. 2016). And thirdly, there is 
evidence of the undue influence of commercial vested interest on research funding and outcomes 
(Rowe et al. 2009).  

The emphasis on the free market and the importance of food as a commodity are additional 
challenges for nutrition science. The emphasis on primary industries to benefit the Australian 
economy is sometimes at odds with the priorities for new nutrition-related sciences such as 
increasing environmental sustainability and effective land and water management.  
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Technology and new media  
Emerging technologies have also significantly influenced nutrition science, particularly the 
conducting of research and the dissemination of information. Technology use for communication 
has dramatically changed how nutrition experts operate. For example, people searching for health 
information is a key use of the internet, and nutrition interventions and information is increasingly 
being delivered via the web (Pollard et al. 2015) and other social and digital media, allowing people 
to form connections and selectively access information through multiple channels (Hajkowicz et al. 
2012). Evidence-based nutritional information that is tailored, credible, reliable and practical is 
needed, and at present this type of information is difficult to discern from less reliable and often 
disreputable sources. Social media is a key source of nutrition information and disruptor of 
evidence-based nutrition communication; as always, everyone has an opinion about nutrition, 
however through social media the dissemination of misinformation is immediate and has 
unprecedented reach. 

Research infrastructure and funding 
Research infrastructure is often fragmented with funding limited or focused on clinical practice and 
medical innovation. There are benefits from industry partners and additional resources to support 
research. However, the research domain is also made complex with ethical challenges, as 
professional bodies and universities are faced to negotiate the complexities and conflicts of interest 
that arise with funding offers from food processing and related industries.  

An agreed research interaction framework and a deeper understanding of the profit-maximising 
agenda of companies with commercial interest in unhealthy food commodities has been called for, 
highlighting the need for clear governance principles in this area (Moodie et al. 2016). Australia has 
led the way in nutrition science and has established some key institutions and strategies (e.g. CSIRO 
Nutrition Flagship, and The Australian 2020 Summit). The strength of evidence of effective nutrition 
intervention is also increasing (Hawkes et al. 2016, Queensland University 2013). Yet governments 
fail to appreciate, act on and resource a comprehensive food and nutrition policy response to key 
nutrition challenges. There is a need to establish an independent nutrition science-based body to 
provide leadership in promoting optimal nutrition for all Australians. 

The way forward for effective governance 
The fundamental governance challenge is how to make effective decisions, and create effective 
processes and policies for science across the food and nutrition system. Effective governance is 
needed to:  

‘ … improve capacities for effective collective action and to solve problems as diverse as 
ending hunger, malnutrition and poverty; minimizing climate change; enabling transition to 
sustainable agriculture and sustainable use of natural resources; ensuring the health and 
safety of food and agriculture systems; and contributing to peace through food security’ 
(Food and Agriculture Organization, 2017).  

One of the key messages of the FAO is that ‘Governance work is problem-driven, context-specific 
and people-centric. It seeks to clarify the political nature of a problem, identify the primary issue(s) 
and involve all relevant stakeholders to arrive at workable solutions.’ (FAO, 2017). 
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Effective governance for nutrition sciences in Australia over the next 10 years or so should be 
informed by nutrition science principles of:  

• co-responsibility and environmental sustainability 
• a life-course and human rights approach 
• evidence base drawn from an understanding of evolution, history and ecology.  

Effective governance processes for nutrition science should be created drawing from the World 
Health Organization’s smart health governance in the 21st Century (Kickbusch and Gleicher 2012) 
whole-of-government and whole-of-society approaches. These include:  

• collaboration 
• engagement 
• mixing regulation and persuasion 
• independent agencies and expert bodies 
• adaptive policies, resilient structures and foresight.  

Collaboration 
Collaboration requires clear governance in its process and design, including the design to build 
communication, trust, commitment and understanding; the choice of tools and mechanisms; and for 
transparency and accountability.  

Engagement 
Participation, transparency and accountability should become the engines for innovation within the 
new, complex relations between state and society. For gains across the food system, nutrition 
science will rely even more on cross-sector partnerships and, as always, citizen engagement. True 
coproduction and engagement requires governance based on ethics and transparency. Tertiary 
education approaches will need to build inter-sectoral engagement opportunities across the 
nutrition science continuum.  

Regulation and persuasion 
The power of commercial vested interest in food and nutrition is evidenced by the global trade, 
production, supply, distribution, marketing and promotion of food that, in Australia, as in most 
countries, encourages the consumption of an unhealthy dietary pattern across the population with 
detrimental health and economic impacts. There is a need to govern with a mixture of hard and soft 
power and policies to achieve nutrition science outcomes. In the area of food and nutrition, the 
power and influence of the food industry is one reason ‘harder’ approaches to food and nutrition 
policy are not pursued by governments (Swinburn et al. 2015). Governments need improved ‘hard’ 
regulatory mechanisms to ensure private sector accountability, and non-regulatory mechanisms (e.g. 
quasi-regulatory, political, market-based, and public and private communications) are underutilised 
(Swinburne et al. 2015). On the other hand, ‘soft’ approaches in the form of voluntary food 
reformulation and industry self regulation are common..  
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Independent agencies and expert bodies 
Federal agencies, commissions, regulators and auditors play vital roles in providing evidence, 
watching ethical boundaries, extending accountability and strengthening democratic governance in 
health. There is a clear role for an independent, high-level nutrition science body to engage with 
government, across agriculture, health, ecology, and other relevant areas. In line with calls from 
public health authorities in Australia, the establishment of an independent, high level, nutrition 
science body for Australia is recommended to ensure a workable and effective approach going 
forward. A national food and nutrition policy, implementation strategies and a monitoring and 
evaluation system would be an immediate focus for this body. Pathways to protect nutrition science 
from the undue power and influence of commercial vested interest are being described and must be 
strengthened (Cullerton et al. 2016a,b, c; Pulker et al. 2017).  

Adaptive policies, resilient structures and foresight 
Interdisciplinary systems approaches are essential for analysis, for initiatives to improve health and 
wellbeing, and to prevent future health, social, political or environmental crises. Innovation in 
nutrition science will create the paradigm shift required to greatly improve food and nutrition 
security for all in Australia. The momentum is growing and the demand for fit-for-purpose solutions 
to global problems is increasing. Not only can we better manage major challenges to public health 
nutrition in Australia, we can make a positive and substantial difference to health across the globe. A 
governance priority is to continue to support a credible, reliable nutrition science workforce to 
develop and implement the decadal plan on nutrition science. We need to continue to build an 
appropriately qualified, adequately skilled, well-resourced and connected nutrition science 
workforce across all food system sectors in order to achieve an innovative and sustainable approach 
to food and nutrition security that protects the health of the population and our planet.  

 

Out of the box  
Some other aspects that require further thought and development: 

How do we best work with the food industry?  A synergistic working relationship with the food 
industry requires effective governance and agreed guidelines and procedures to achieve public 
health and industry outcomes. For effective governance it is recommended that the food industry 
does not hold a seat at the policy decision-making table, but are engaged in implementing desired 
actions.  

How do we develop the workforce to meet the current and future nutrition-science challenges? 
Inter- and intra-disciplinary tertiary education are needed develop an adequately sized and 
appropriately skilled workforce, with governance of nutrition science a priority competency.  

How do we support evidence-based nutrition science dissemination through media, including social 
media, and communications? Engagement with the public and other sectors requires good 
governance.  
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