
Fostering resilience and sustainability 
through better coordination, support,  

and decentralization of the  
Melbourne city region food system



Over the last five years, the Melbourne city region 
food system (CRFS) has been impacted by multiple 
shocks and stresses, including events related to the 
weather and climate; the global COVID-19 pandemic; 
economic, political and civic events such as the war 
in Ukraine. The compounding impacts of multiple 
simultaneously occurring events have revealed the 
fragility of the food system and how vulnerable the 
CRFS is to disruption. In response, CRFS stakeholders 
have activated pre-existing policies and initiatives 
and created new and innovative solutions to complex 
problems. Characteristics of the Melbourne CRFS 
have enabled and limited the effectiveness of these 
policies and initiatives to mobilize various resilience 
capacities. While the response of CRFS stakeholders 
has undoubtedly lessened the impact of temporary 
food availability issues, ongoing problems around 
food affordability and food accessibility persist, 
and the CRFS remains vulnerable to a range of 
anticipated future shocks and stresses. Based on the 
shortcomings of the CRFS response, three policies 
and initiatives were identified that can transform the 
Melbourne CRFS so that it becomes more resilient and 
sustainable.1

A closer look at the 
strengths and weaknesses 
of the Melbourne city 
region food system
Greater Melbourne is characterized by a temperate 
climate with warm to hot summers, mild springs and 
autumns, and cool winters. The population is expected 
to grow from 5.1 million to 7 million by 2050.2 Residents 
in the CRFS access food from a range of small grocers, 
permanent markets, regular accredited and non-
accredited farmers’ markets, various alternative food 
networks and a highly concentrated supermarket 
sector. Four major retailers account for 80 percent of 
the grocery market.3 

The CRFS consists of an inner food bowl containing 
31 local government areas (LGAs) that make up the 
metropolitan area of Greater Melbourne and an outer 
food bowl comprised of nine LGAs,4 (Figure 1). Many 
LGAs have community food systems, food security, and 
urban food strategies in place (Figure 4). There are eleven 
LGAs in Victoria with a dedicated food systems policy.5

In 2015, Melbourne’s food bowl had the capacity to 
meet around 41 percent of the city’s food needs.6 Most 

Figure 1  Melbourne’s city region

Source: Murphy, M., Carey, R. & Alexandra, L. 2022 The resilience of Melbourne’s food system to climate and 
pandemic shocks. University of Melbourne. https://doi.org/10.46580/124370
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fresh produce is grown in the state. During winter, a 
large proportion of Melbourne’s fruit and vegetables 
are sourced from the northern states.7 The primary 
commodities produced in Victoria by gross value 
in 2019-2020 were dairy, beef, sheep meat, grains, 
fruit and nuts, wool and vegetables.8 It is difficult to 
estimate where the CRFS sources its food because of 
a lack of publicly available data about the movements 
of domestic food freight.9

Recent survey data from the City of Melbourne 
reported an increase in residents experiencing food 
insecurity from 25.8 percent in 2019 to 32.9 percent 
in 2020.10 In 2014, around 4 percent of Victorian adults 
experienced one criterion of food insecurity.11 Groups 
already experiencing disadvantage are at greater risk of 
food insecurity, particularly First Nations Australians, 
single-parent households, the elderly, unemployed 
people, and other low-income groups.10;12

No single body or department is responsible for 
governing the CRFS. Despite efforts to improve CRFS 
governance, such as the Melbourne Food Alliance, 
coordination and fragmentation of food system 
governance remain significant challenges. The private 
sector provides central leadership to ensure the supply 
chain works effectively and food supplies are managed 
in response to shocks and stresses.4 Charities and civil 
society organizations (CSOs) lead emergency food 
and water distribution,13 relying largely on volunteer 
work and donations from private enterprises.

Compounding impacts of 
multiple, simultaneous shocks 
stress the fragility of the 
Melbourne food system.
The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in Melbourne 
becoming the world’s most locked-down city in 2020-
2021, significant challenges were created by physical 
distancing requirements and lockdowns. Figure 6 
demonstrates how the diverse and far-reaching 
impacts of the pandemic were felt across the entire 
CRFS. The impacts also varied in their magnitude. 
Some impacts were temporary, such as food shortages 
and the availability of supermarket products. Others 
had transformative impacts, completely upending the 
CRFS and causing long-term changes, such as sharp 
increases in online retail and changes in food handling, 
manufacturing and distribution.

Unprecedented bushfires in southeastern Australia 
in 2019-2020 and major flooding events in New 
South Wales and Queensland in 2022 devastated 
the vast areas directly affected. The direct effects on 
the Melbourne CRFS were limited, with immediate 
but temporary disruptions to the CRFS food supply 
and increased food prices. While a high degree of 
uncertainty remains, more frequent and severe climate-
related events are anticipated, though there has not 
been adequate preparation. In contrast, the disruptions 
caused by the pandemic were described as taking CRFS 
actors by surprise and were generally discussed among 
CRFS stakeholders. Urban sprawl continues to pressure 
farmers and food production in peri-urban areas.

Simultaneously occurring multiple shocks and 

Periods 2001 2009 2011 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Climate and weather-related events 
(e.g. floods, droughts, bushfires

Urban sprawl Ongoing

Ecosystem-related events (e.g. plant 
and animal pest and disease pressures)

Economic events (e.g. food price 
shocks, inflation, market disruptions, 
financial speculation of commodities)

Public health and biological events 
(e.g. COVID-19 pandemic, lockdowns, 
isolation requirements)

Political and civic events 
(e.g. war in Ukraine)

Industrial events (e.g. train derailments)

Figure 2  Timeline of significant shocks and stresses that have impacted the Melbourne city 
region food system 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.



Climate and 
weather-
related 
events (e.g. 
floods, 
droughts, 
bushfires

Public health 
and biological 
events (e.g. 
COVID-19 
pandemic, 
lockdowns, 
isolation 
requirements)

Economic 
events (e.g. 
food price 
shocks, 
inflation, 
market 
disruptions, 
financial 
speculation of 
commodities)

Political 
and civic 
events 
(e.g. war in 
Ukraine)

Ecosystem-
related 
events (e.g. 
pressures 
from plant 
and animal 
pest and 
diseases)

Increase food waste and loss across 
the city region food system (CRFS)

Direct damage to crops

Reduced activity across the supply 
chain because of labour shortages

Increase in “cost-price squeeze” on farmers 

Labour shortages

Fewer transport and distribution activities 
due to movement restriction measures

Difficulties for farmers in accessing markets

Reduced capacity to import and export

Disrupted the availability of 
critical materials (e.g. pallets, 
food packaging materials)

The increased cost of inputs such 
as fertilizers, diesel, and energy

Temporary closure of processing plants

Closure of businesses and enterprises, 
reduced employee working hours 

Loss of income, furlough, and income stress

Changes in the business model 
to react to the new context. 

Empty shelves and temporary food 
shortages at the retail level

Increase in food prices (fresh produce 
including meat, vegetables, fruits, etc.)

Difficulties in physically 
accessing food retailing

Increase in food insecurity

Changed shopping habits (e.g. panic buying 
and hoarding)

Difficulties in redistributing or donating 
food (due to lack of volunteers or human 
resources) to vulnerable households

Increase the share of vulnerable people 
present in the city region

Reduced donations to food relief services

Burnout of food sector workers

Increased rural-urban migration

Figure 3   Types of events and shocks and their impacts on the city region food system

Source: Authors’ own elaboration



stresses have resulted in compounding the impacts 
on the CRFS (Figure 2). The connections between 
multiple shocks, stresses and their compounding 
impacts are illustrated in the causality chart (Figure 
6). For example, COVID-19 significantly impacted 
employment and income with underemployment 
reaching 13.8 percent in Australia.14 Additionally, many 
of the carry-over effects of the pandemic, associated 
with the cost of living and affordability of food, were 
further exacerbated following the war in Ukraine. 
Even so, CRFS stakeholders noted the difficulty in 
attributing impacts to one cause, given the complex 
outcomes resulting from compounding events. 

The compounding impacts on the Melbourne CRFS 
have highlighted the fragility of the food system 
and vulnerability to shocks and stresses, which are 
expected to increase in frequency and severity in the 
future. The CRFS can anticipate future climate-related 
events, pandemics and fluctuations in the price of 
food and resources as a result of geopolitical and civic 
events. Figure 2 suggests a trend to a “new normal” 
where multiple events that simultaneously impact the 
CRFS become more regular. 

How the Melbourne city 
region food system responded 
to multiple, simultaneous 
shocks and stresses
A range of collective initiatives and public and private 
policies across different scales were activated and 
emerged in response to compounding shocks and 
stresses on the Melbourne CRFS (Figure 4). Figure 3 
depicts how various events caused and compounded 
other impacts in the CRFS. Figure 6 demonstrates how 
initiatives and policies were implemented to prevent, 
mitigate and address multiple impacts. However, the 
magnitude of these impacts, particularly from the 
pandemic, suggests a lack of sufficient resilience 
mechanisms to prepare for the long-term stress 
caused by disruptive events such as the pandemic or 
simultaneously occurring multiple shocks. Key policies 
and initiatives identified are outlined in Figure 4. A range 
of initiatives led by the Victoria State Government, 
local governments and CSOs played a critical role in 
addressing these impacts (Figure 4).

The collective response of city 
region food system actors: 
civil society organizations, 
state and local governments 

State Government: reacted with various 
social protection schemes to help 
communities absorb the shocks
The Victoria State Government activated existing 

and implemented new policies to respond to sharp 
increases in food insecurity because of the COVID-19 
pandemic (Figure 4). The key initiatives identified were 
the state emergency management plan (SEMP), the 
establishment of a Food Relief Taskforce to strengthen 
and enhance food relief activity in Victoria,15 a new 
social protection scheme, “Working for Victoria”16 and 
a broad range of funding and grant opportunities to 
support community responses to provide food relief 
in response to rising food insecurity and disruptions 
caused by COVID-19.17 “Working for Victoria” combined 
with increased welfare support from federal social 
protection schemes JobKeeper18 and JobSeeker19 
significantly reduced the impacts of employment and 
income loss caused by the pandemic.19 Support from 
these schemes gradually decreased as Melbourne re-
opened after lockdowns and isolation requirements 
were withdrawn. 

Civil society: towards transformative 
initiatives
The CSOs were crucial in addressing food insecurity 
in response to and during shocks and stresses. 
For instance, Moving Feast, an alliance of over 20 
different organizations and enterprises, emerged from 
the pandemic crisis as a transformative response to 
provide healthy and culturally appropriate food relief 
to low-income households by delivering produce 
boxes, emergency meals and backyard gardening kits. 
Many place-based initiatives, neighbourhood, 
grassroots, and mutual aid networks grew and 
gained importance and transformative power as 
they worked to meet their community’s needs 
and provide viable and appropriate alternatives to 
food relief (Figure 4). Food relief and distribution 
agencies adapted and created new responses 
where traditional forms of food relief were no 
longer possible, mainly because of the pandemic 
(Figure 4). The Victorian Farmer’s Market 
Association (VFMA) accreditation programme 
and Open Food Network became transformative 
during the pandemic (Figure 4).

Local government: food strategy and 
coordination
Local governments played a significant role in improving 
the resilience of their LGAs and meeting the needs 
of their community in response to various shocks. 
Key initiatives identified include the implementation 
of local and community food system strategies and 
the designation of dedicated food system officers 
in LGAs (Figure). These initiatives helped address 
multiple aspects of social well-being, improve the diets 
of LGA residents by enabling local food production 
and consumption, and contributed to local economic 
development. Furthermore, local governments adapted 
existing initiative programmes, including community 
meals, community grants and food relief programmes, 



implemented new programmes and collaborated with 
new stakeholders.

Coordination among CRFS stakeholders remains 
a critical issue that limits the effectiveness of the 
CRFS response to shocks and stresses. The Victorian 
Food Security and Food Systems Working Group was 
established in April 2021 as a multistakeholder platform 
to improve coordination among a diverse network of 
stakeholders across Melbourne’s CRFS (Figure 4). 
The working group was described as operating much 
like a food policy council and filling some of the roles 
of metro-level coordination during the pandemic, 
particularly in the absence of the Melbourne Food 
Alliance during that time.

“The Melbourne Food Alliance has been inactive since 
2020 and during the pandemic, perhaps because 
the City of Melbourne council and many other local 
governments contracted their focus to their own local 
government area and core functions”. – Researcher, 
Interview 1

From anticipating and absorbing 
shocks to the onset of adapting 
and transforming food systems
Collectively, the response of various CRFS 
stakeholders softened the impacts of compounding 
shocks and stresses. Some initiatives have mobilized 
anticipative and absorptive resilience capacities 
through downstream responses by enhancing the 
ability to meet the growing needs and number of 
people experiencing food insecurity. For example, the 
SEMP, networks of food relief distribution agencies 
and the development of the food relief task force 
have enhanced the preparedness of the CRFS by 
establishing and improving plans and networks that 
distribute and allocate food and water in response 
to shocks and stresses. Other initiatives, such as the 
Melbourne Food Alliance and VicHealth Working 
Group, have mobilized transformative and adaptive 
resilience capacities by improving coordination among 
CRFS stakeholders and reducing “siloed” responses 
to food insecurity by facilitating a multistakeholder 
and integrated approach. Initiatives such as LGA 
food system strategies and dedicated food system 
officers, VFMA’s accreditation system, Moving Feast, 
Open Food Network (OFN) and many place-based 
initiatives have also mobilized transformative and 
adaptive resilience capacities by developing local 
food economies, diversifying livelihoods, and creating 
new and alternative systems that could operate 
independently of the dominant food system model.

Potential for further 
transformative change
Many characteristics of the Melbourne CRFS were 
recognized as enabling and limiting the response to 

shocks and stresses. For example, connectedness and 
coordination among CRFS stakeholders, particularly 
among civil society members, whereby the strong 
pre-existing formal and informal networks allowed 
for rapid and coordinated action in response to 
shocks and stresses. This characteristic enabled new 
multistakeholder platforms for local food system 
actors to connect and coordinate.

Moreover leadership by public sector organizations, 
which assumed coordinating roles for multistakeholder 
initiatives, such as the VicHealth Working Group and 
Melbourne Food Alliance, was critical and unique.

While sectors of the CRFS demonstrated 
connectedness and some individual stakeholders 
exhibited the capacity to adapt innovatively to 
changing circumstances, coordination issues among 
stakeholders still limit the adaptability of the CRFS.

The openness and ability of Melbourne’s CRFS to 
source food from a complex network of local, regional, 
national, and global supply chains contribute to 
the overall resilience of the CRFS by provision of a 
sufficient amount.24 

The flexibility of the CRFS allowed businesses to 
diversify value chains and adjust their operations 
according to changing circumstances. For example, 
organizations like Open Food Network supported 
producers to shift to online sales and overcome 
physical distancing restrictions. 

The CRFS is characterized by a diverse range of food 
system stakeholders. Responsibility for the food 
system was described as divided between government 
and market players, with power imbalances favouring 
large retailers and industrial food organizations. More 
powerful and privileged stakeholders still dominate the 
CRFS. There is still a lack of minority voices and diverse 
representation in the CRFS.

Despite having a diverse range of CRFS stakeholders 
and complex food sourcing options, Melbourne was 
still described as reliant on a food system model 
characterized by highly concentrated, centralized, 
long and “just in time” supply chains. The pandemic 
highlighted how fragile and vulnerable the primary food 
system model is to disruption and the implications on 
CRFS residents.

Characteristics of Melbourne’s CRFS have enabled 
a variety of public, private and collective initiatives 
to emerge and grow, which have demonstrated the 
transformative change in the CRFS. Additionally, the 
pandemic was described as hitting a “reset button” 
and creating an opportunity to foster collaboration 
and try to achieve things differently.



The cracks revealed 
in the Melbourne city 
region food system
Even so, many of the impacts of compounding shocks 
and stresses remain, and initiatives implemented 
by CRFS stakeholders appear insufficient to ensure 
residents can access affordable, healthy, sustainable, 
and culturally appropriate food throughout various 
shocks and stresses. Many residents are still 
suffering the consequences of rising food prices and 
the increased cost of living. The responsibility and 
accountability for food accessibility remain unclear.

Governance of the Melbourne CRFS remains 
fragmented across different levels and departments of 
government operating in silos, which was recognized 
as a significant obstacle to setting up governance from 
a food system perspective and establishing broad-
based resilience. Additionally, the governance of the 
Melbourne food system has largely been left to private 
enterprises, described as pursuing their agenda in a 
market that typically favours stakeholders with the 
most significant buying power. It was emphasized 
that CSOs struggled to find capacity for the regular 
administration work needed for funding applications. 
Furthermore, repeatedly competing for smaller project-
based grants rather than securing long-term funding for 
local food system infrastructure was seen as limiting 
their response. Temporary increases in government 
welfare services in response to the pandemic saw 
demand for food relief services decrease; however, the 
gradual reduction in welfare support after lockdowns 
caused these benefits to reverse. 

Both industry and civil society participants described 
the environment following the onset of the pandemic 
as reactive to the symptoms of the problem. Civil 
society members criticized the Victorian Government’s 
emergency food relief response for its inherent 
vulnerabilities, associated with a reliance on a volunteer 
workforce and food donations from a large enterprise 
and it was therefore unable to support the increase 
in people experiencing food insecurity. Consequently 
many pre-existing issues that contributed to the 
vulnerability of the CRFS remain unchanged, such 
as reliance on long and complex supply chains; 
inadequate social welfare payments; fragmentation 
of food system governance; an inadequate emergency 
food relief model and insufficient support for CSOs. 

The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated that the 
policies and initiatives implemented were insufficient 
to deal with widespread, unexpected and long-
term stress. Multiple events caused disruptions 
across the food system. For example, while multiple 
shocks significantly impacted food production, 
food accessibility and affordability have become 
the greatest challenges for CRFS stakeholders and 
residents. While significant efforts have been made 
to improve the resilience of Melbourne, and many 
initiatives have fostered localized or sector-specific 
resilience, the CRFS is still lacking broad-based 
resilience and remains vulnerable to future shocks. 
Without implementing policies and initiatives that 
address the gaps in the CRFS and lessons learned 
from previous events, the CRFS is likely to experience 
the same, if not worse, outcomes from future events.
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The path forward to a more 
resilient and sustainable 
city region food system
The impacts of multiple compounding events 
on the Melbourne CRFS highlighted how several 
systems – particularly climate, poverty and food – 
interconnect and that siloed responses to complex 
and system-wide problems are insufficient. This 
experience has exposed the vulnerability of the CRFS 
as the compounding impacts of multiple shocks and 
stresses still restrict food accessibility for many. An 
extensive list of transformative collective initiatives 
and policy recommendations was discussed. Three 
of the most needed and actionable were selected to 
address pending issues and, more broadly, strengthen 
CRFS resilience and sustainability. Figure 5 unravels 
how these actions could be moved forward. Each 
action must embed the self-determination and food 
sovereignty of First Nations Peoples.

A gulf has been revealed regarding who is responsible 
and accountable for food access and has 
demonstrated the government’s lack of governance 
frameworks to address food access. This lesson has 
intensified calls to implement a formal metropolitan 
food system governance mechanism that brings all 
actors responsible for governing the CRFS together 
to create a coordinated and integrated approach 
to improve CRFS resilience and sustainability. This 
mechanism would address the fragmentation of 
governance across the CRFS, reduce the “siloing” of 
government departments, reduce power imbalances, 
and enable governance from the viewpoint of the food 

system. Furthermore, this could advance policy reform 
and regulation to ensure the voices of smallholders, 
local food system actors and diverse communities, 
particularly First Nations peoples are represented, 
empowered, and meaningfully included in decision-
making. 

The role of CSOs in alleviating food security and 
responding to the pandemic has proved invaluable. 
However, their capacity to provide support is inhibited 
by irregular and short-term funding and a lack of 
infrastructure to enable collaboration between 
enterprises. Calls were made for deeper, ongoing, and 
base investment to fund shared and decentralized 
food system infrastructure, such as food hubs and 
processing and distribution facilities. Ultimately, 
investment in local food system infrastructure will help 
foster local, regional, and alternative food systems, 
improve the capacity and leadership potential of 
already active civil society networks, and contribute to 
the diversification and decentralization of the CRFS. 

The expansion of support for established emergency 
food relief networks has undoubtedly softened the 
impact on many households in the CRFS. Temporary 
increases in Federal Government social protection 
schemes resulted in food banks reporting a decline 
in demand because people could temporarily 
afford to purchase food. Given that future shocks 
are anticipated to impact the CRFS, and the rising 
cost of living remains a major prohibitive factor for 
people, increasing governmental welfare services was 
recognized as a solution that is much closer to the 
heart of the food access problem. 
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