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scoping review aims to investigate what is known about local food procurement for
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as fresher and more nutritious. Small, positive impacts on fruit and vegetable intake have
been demonstrated when food is procured locally. Challenges identified included concerns
around food safety, varied availability, time spent coordinating food supply, lack of incentive
from regional or national guidelines, inadequate kitchen facilities and budget constraints.
Conclusions: There is no universal definition or standard for procuring ‘local food’.
The main motivation for local food procurement was a sense of social responsibility,
however there are barriers, including cost, facilities and food safety. Purchasing food
locally holds potential to benefit the local economy but government funding and pol-
icy supporting local and small-scale producers is an important enabler.

So what?: Government support to build stakeholder capacity is important in esta-
blishing and maintaining these programmes and would be crucial in achieving change
in Australian schools. Investigating feasibility of a national school lunch service would
be beneficial, as these programmes may have merit not just in feeding children but

also in supporting the local economy. Further research is warranted in this area.
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1 | INTRODUCTION include reduction in waste, enhanced environmental sustainability,

economic benefits and increased sense of community through direct

Consumption of local food is considered one of the fastest-growing supplier-consumer relationships.>* Promotion of local food procure-
food trends in high-income countries® and a sustainable behaviour ment may achieve progress towards the global Sustainable Develop-
that contributes to greater social connectedness in communities.? ment Goals, particularly goal two (end hunger, achieve food security
Identified benefits of a successful local food procurement strategy and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture).>¢
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Globally, local food procurement policies are implemented in various
settings, including hospitals,” workplaces® and notably in schools. In the
United States of America (USA) and Canada, the national Farm to School
Network provides resources and support to connect schools with local
food producers.” While lessons may be drawn from local food procure-
ment programmes in schools abroad, their application in the Australian
context requires broader consideration. Many USA and Canadian schools
provide a mandatory meal service for students, which differs greatly from
the Australian system. Australian school food provision occurs primarily in
the school canteen setting, where food can be purchased. Notably, a sin-
gle item may be purchased, rather than a substantive meal. A study of
canteen-purchasing practices in New South Wales found most children
brought their recess snack and lunch from home, yet still utilised the
school canteen, where discretionary foods and drinks were commonly
purchased.’® Guidelines and policies on canteen food provision are
implemented on a state-by-state basis and in many states are not audited
or enforced. As of June 2021, no Australian jurisdictions refer to local
procurement in their school canteen guidelines or policies'*™*> with the
exception of South Australia, where the healthy food and drink supply
strategy advises that suppliers should be kept local wherever possible.®

Food provision in schools has the potential to impact nutritional
wellbeing and support children to engage with their local food sys-
tem.!” National health data show that less than 1% of children (aged
18 and under) eat the recommended number of serves of vegetables.
Less than 50 per cent eat the recommended serves of fruit.*® Promot-
ing fresh produce through local procurement holds potential to
improve population nutritional status.

This scoping literature review aims to explore what is known
about local food procurement policies and practices in primary and
secondary school food service settings, where food service is defined
as the provision of food and drink which contribute to a supportive
school food environment.}? The intention is to draw upon insights

from high-income countries to establish broad lessons for Australia.

2 | METHODS

A scoping review of peer-reviewed articles published since 2000 was
undertaken using the Joanna Briggs Institute Methodology for Scop-
ing Reviews.?® A scoping review was chosen as it is considered an
ideal means for determining the scope of a body of literature, particu-
larly when it is unclear how to pose a research question with sufficient

specificity as to complete a systematic literature review.?!

2.1 | Inclusion/exclusion criteria

2.1.1 | Participants

Articles were included if the subjects were in primary or secondary
school. If the subject was a food supplier, food distributor or a food
service staff member, the article was included if the research related

to supply in primary or secondary school.

TABLE 1  Search terms used in march 2020
Database = MeSH term Keywords
Medline ‘Food supply’ ‘Local procurement’ OR
“Schools’ OR ‘Food ‘Food procurement’
services”
CINAHL ‘Schools’
‘Menu planning” OR
‘Food supply’ OR ‘Food
services” OR “Nutrition
policy’
Scopus School
‘Local AND food AND
procurement’” OR ‘local
AND food’
212 | Concept

Articles referring to food procurement from local producers for the
purpose of supplying food service in the school setting were included.
Due to the diversity of activities that take place under the umbrella
term of ‘Farm to School’ in the USA, this is an important distinction.
Articles referencing local food procurement for tasting samples only
or educational farm visits were excluded.

2.1.3 | Context

Articles were included if published in English. To allow for comparison
to the Australian context, only articles referring to high-income coun-
tries were included.

214 | Types of articles included and excluded

Literature reviews were excluded but considered for relevance in the
discussion and reviewed for individual articles eligible for inclusion. All
other qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods research was
reviewed against inclusion criteria. Consistent with the Joanna Briggs
Institute Methodology for Scoping Reviews,?° critical appraisal of the

research study design was not conducted.

2.2 | Search strategy

Searches of Medline, CINAHL and Scopus were undertaken in March
2020. Search terms were tested and finalised in Medline and modified
to fit each database. Search terms are summarised in Table 1. Articles
were screened by the lead author (CG). A further confirmatory screen-
ing of articles by second author (SD) was conducted against the inclu-
sion criteria. PRISMA protocol was used to guide the systematic
search process (Figure 1). Reference lists were reviewed for any addi-

tional eligible articles.
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Full-text citations excluded with
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(n=93)
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(n=72)

Citations included

Citations identified from reviewing
reference lists of included articles

(n=21)

FIGURE 1 PRISMA flowchart of search strategy

2.3 | Data extraction

Data were extracted from reviewed articles by the lead author (CG).
Data extracted from reviewed articles included country, programme
name, aim of research, design, participants and data source and key
findings (Table 2).

3 | RESULTS

The initial database search yielded 2,738 results. Duplicates were
removed and a primary screen undertaken based on title and abstract.
Following a full-text screen and application of the inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria, 21 results remained (Figure 1). All articles were published
between 2010 and 2019 inclusive, with eight published between
2010 and 2015 and 13 between 2016 and 2019. The majority of arti-

cles were observational study designs.

3.1 | Existing programmes

The majority of articles discussed local food procurement as an ele-
ment of Farm to School programmes.”’zz‘38 Farm to School
programmes incorporate a range of activities to promote use of
regional, state or local food products.?® Most Farm to School
programmes were located in the USA, except one located in
Canada.® This was also the only instance where local food procure-
ment was documented outside of a lunch service programme. Five
articles cited the 2013 and/or 2015 Farm to School USA census as
their main data source.??2>2% The Farm to School USA census has

(n=0)

only been completed on these two occasions. Data collected in the
census are detailed elsewhere.®® These articles were the only ones
using national-level data. The aims of the articles focusing on Farm to
School programmes were diverse and are documented in Table 2.
Three articles focused on programmes other than Farm to School.
This includes a review of the procurement of organic food in Berlin's
school lunch programme®® and reviews of the benefits and transac-
tion costs of purchasing local foods (unrelated to the Farm to School

programme) in Pennsylvania*! and Illinois.*?

3.2 | Whatis local food?

Not all papers defined what was considered ‘local food’. Where there
was a definition, this varied in specificity from ‘[food] picked yester-
day’3® to ‘anything produced within a 400 mile radius’?® to ‘organic
food that is produced [at a] smaller scale, processed and consumed in
the vicinity, usually 50, 75 or 100 miles within the school district’.**
The Farm to School census allowed respondents to self-define local
food and within 100 miles geographic distance was a commonly cho-
sen radius.?? An article reviewing local organic food procurement in
Berlin defined this as food that was produced in the federal state of

Brandenburg.*°

3.3 | Goals of local food procurement
Improving or promoting healthy eating or school meals was the most
commonly mentioned goal of sourcing local food.?”:293%3438 QOther

goals included combating childhood obesity,*? supporting public
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(Continued)

TABLE 2

Name of

Key findings

Participants/data source

Design

programme  Study aim

N/A

Location

Author, year

All food service directors identified benefits of

Foodservice directors in

Cross-sectional

To examine the main

USA:

Motta V, Sharma A.

purchasing local foods (including contributing to the
local economy). All perceived that local food choices
have health benefits and improved taste. There were

three main criteria identified in relation to the

the state of Pennsylvania

(n=11)

benefits and transaction

costs perceived by
school food service

directorsin a

Pennsylvania

2016%?

transaction costs of purchasing foods locally: food

cost, food safety and availability

northeastern state when
purchasing local foods

Purchasers from large- and medium-sized schools

Foodservice employees

Cross-sectional

To gain understanding of

N/A

USA: lllinois

Smith S, Wileklinski D,

perceived ‘ability to know product sources’ as a
greater benefit to procuring local food and perceived

(n = 152) from a total of

food service employees'
perceptions of the

Roth SL, Tragoudas U.

2013%

60 schools in the state of

Illinois

‘cost of food’, ‘adequate volume’, ‘reliable supply of
food quantity’, ‘payment arrangement’ and ‘packing

benefits and obstacles
and their attitudes to

material’ as greater obstacles compared with small

schools

purchasing and serving
local foods in their

schools

i
A
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health and food literacy, preserving the environment, stimulating local

economies*® and building a sense of community.3%34

3.4 | Benefits (perceived or demonstrated) of local
food procurement

Foodservice staff perceived benefits of purchasing locally grown items
to include contributing to the local economy, providing fresher, tastier,
more nutritious foods and achieving good public relations for their
school 36:3841:42

Kropp et al. reported a small positive impact of local food pro-
curement on fruit and vegetable consumption.?” Intake of vegetables
increased by approximately 37 per cent and intake of fruit by approxi-
mately 11 per cent on average following implementation of local food
sourcing for lunch programmes. The reason for this increase was not
investigated.?” Jones et al. similarly reported an increase in fruit and
vegetable consumption in schools that procured food locally, along
with reports from parents that children were more willing to try new
foods at home.** Izumi et al. reported an anecdotal increase in fruit
and vegetable consumption when local produce was served at lunch
with the observed reasoning that children preferred it.3®

Producers perceived a number of benefits of selling direct to local
schools, including educating children about food systems, increasing
access to nutritious, locally grown foods, diversifying revenue streams,
building community relationships, protecting the environment and
having a place to sell their ‘seconds’.t”>3738 Distributors viewed
local food procurement as an opportunity to create jobs within their
local economy and to stimulate development.!” Distributors also

appreciated the reduced transportation costs.'”

3.5 | Enablers of local food procurement
Increase in local agricultural production, local food distribution infrastruc-
ture and local direct-to-consumer sales increase the probability that a
school will purchase food locally.???® USA Farm to School census data
indicated that the number of students had a positive impact on local food
expenditures by schools; however, the reason for this was unclear.?
Distributors have been observed to be more likely to supply local
food when they perceive a demand for it and consider this to give
them an edge over their competitors.” Distributors willing to be flexi-
ble and adapt to customers' needs contribute positively to the success

of local food procurement.”

3.6 | Barriers to local food procurement for school
food service

Food safety concerns were identified by foodservice staff as one of the
main barriers to sourcing food locally.”242%* Small-scale farmers in the
USA identified government safety regulations would be a barrier to selling

to schools.®®> Foodservice or school staff had concerns around reliability
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of local procurement, particularly the perception that availability of food
would be inconsistent; required quantities could not be met or that qual-
ity would be suboptimal.?62%4%-42 Consistent with this concern, farmers
identified that guaranteeing a specific quantity of a product on a specific
date was a challenge.®® Relationship building between buyers and
growers was often challenging,®! yet building good relationships between
producers and foodservice staff was critical to smooth operations.!”
Instances of excellent producer-foodservice staff relationships have been
documented, but it was also acknowledged that the workload in coordi-
nating provision of local food was difficult to sustain.>”® Logistically, pro-
curing food locally was generally perceived as time-consuming.2%°74
Sourcing food from large-scale distributors could save on time and
energy, but the produce origin was often unclear, even if local food was
available.?43! In some areas, there were no hubs or co-ops to consolidate
local suppliers, meaning more coordination was required when one farmer
could not meet all supply needs.?’ A cooperative distribution model can
ensure consistent product and supply.”

Braun et al. identified a lack of incentive for the use of locally pro-
cured organic food in Germany's procurement guidelines as a barrier,
a factor compounded by an often-limited budget for sourcing food.*°
Budget constraints and/or increased cost of local food were com-
monly identified barriers to sourcing foods locally.?3284°-42 |n some
instances, this resulted in schools serving nutritionally inferior food
items to maximise revenue.?® Higher expense of locally procured food
included higher delivery fees from local farmers.** Producers felt they
were unlikely to see increased income due to foodservice staff oper-

ating under tight budgets,'”

which is ultimately a barrier to them
playing key roles in school food.®” Many schools have inadequate
facilities or space to store fresh food, or resources to train staff to pre-
pare meals from scratch.1”:2622:3842 | gcally procured food is generally
not available in a pre-purchased or ‘lightly processed’ form (e.g. pre-
peeled and chopped potatoes), which may incentivise instead the pur-
chase of non-local alternatives.*8“° Where lightly processed local pro-
duce is available, it tends to be more expensive,*® so was generally

not considered a suitable alternative to raw, unprocessed produce.

3.7 | Economicimpacts of local food procurement

It is understood that schools purchasing local foods may benefit the
local economy, but this is hard to measure.?® On average in the USA,
school districts incurred negative foodservice profits when foodservice
expenditures (food costs, staffing, equipment) were taken into
account.2® One study used Farm to School census data to demonstrate
a statistically significant negative impact between local milk expendi-
tures and food service revenue, indicating sourcing milk locally finan-
cially disadvantaged schools. There was a negative impact between local
non-milk expenditures and foodservice revenue, but this was statistically

t.23

insignifican The same study found a positive impact between local

milk and local non-milk expenditures and the foodservice revenue
received from the federal government, but only the non-milk expendi-

t.23

ture was significant.“ This trend indicates the importance of govern-

ment investment in ensuring local food procurement is viable.

Journal of Australia
4 | DISCUSSION

This literature review aimed to explore what is known about local
food procurement policies and practices in primary and secondary
school food service. Articles included in this review demonstrate
increasing interest in local food procurement for food service in
schools over the last 20 years. Five definitions of ‘local food” were
identified in the results.2228384041 |n most cases, key considerations
in definitions created by individuals, schools or regions are geographi-
cal distances and personal relationships found between various stages
of the supply chain.*® A challenge lies in creating a uniform or univer-
sal definition. While a definition would provide a standard or a goal to
strive for, there are issues of equity in assuming all schools or school
districts will have quality, affordable produce available within close
proximity.2® An alternative may be a series of local food procurement
models that could be adopted dependent on the geographic location
and other factors. Further research into the merits of developing a
series of Australian procurement models may be warranted.

Students participating in school breakfast and lunch programmes
in the USA have been found to consume more than half of their daily
energy intake in the school environment.?®> While this model differs
significantly to the Australian school canteen, there is merit in the pro-
vision of national universal school lunches, with benefits extending
beyond the health of the individual. The most recent Farm to School
census identified that operations reach 23 million students in the USA
and result in purchases of nearly $800 million in local foods from
farmers, a factor that has been projected to lead to over $1 billion in
local economic activity.23 Similar to Australia, Canada has a number of
inconsistent school food-related policies and programmes without a
national lunch service.?® Despite the absence of national lunch ser-
vice, regions are generally provided with funding to provide some
level of food service to students. Powell & Wittman discuss this situa-
tion in British Columbia, where the provincial government provided
$52 million to feed children in schools and an additional $1.2 million
to schools with higher numbers of vulnerable students. Despite this
funding, they discuss the need for structural policy changes, namely
the establishment of a universal provincial or national government-
sponsored school lunch programme, in order to support regional food
production and promote fruit and vegetable consumption in school-
aged children.2® Adopting a universal lunch programme would provide
optimal opportunity to increase local food procurement in schools,
but even in the absence of this, Canada indicates there is potential to
invest more funding into school food. Canada's challenges indicate
that when more money is invested in school food, there is likely value
in developing accompanying policy to ensure local producers are
favoured.

Exciting work is underway in New Zealand's two-year pilot of the
Free and Healthy School Lunches programme.** While schools
engaged in this pilot were allowed to choose from a range of suppliers
(there do not appear to have been local procurement standards
implemented), results indicate there are challenges in implementing
local food procurement practices in the absence of universal school

lunches. The findings of the Free and Healthy School Lunches pilot
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evaluation, anticipated in late 2021, will provide insights regarding the

feasibility of universal school meals as a means to promoting local
food procurement in Australia. Discussion around local food procure-
ment seems intertwined with school lunch programmes to the degree
that it is not possible to discuss one without the other. To consider
how schools in Australia can be supported to sustainably procure food
from local producers, we must first consider how this can become fea-
sible without a lunch service, or whether the establishment of a lunch
service has merit not just in feeding children but in supporting the
local economy. It would be apt to consider, should government
funding be provided for a national school lunch programme in
Australia, if conditions should be placed on expenditure to ensure
benefit to the local economy. An example of this is the Brazilian
National School Food Programme, where the government stipulates
that at least 30 per cent of funding provided must be used to pur-
chase food from small-scale, local ‘family farms’.*> Regardless of the
funding model in place, adequate funding is crucial to successfully
establish universal school lunches or local food procurement in the
traditional school canteen setting.

Many barriers, enablers and economic impacts of procuring local
food for school food service have been identified within the reviewed
articles and provide key implications for future development of
programmes and policies within an Australian context. Perhaps the
most common enabler or motivation for participating in local food
procurement is a sense of social responsibility. Local food procure-
ment is generally undertaken with the perception that it serves indi-
vidual and societal level benefits, but there are barriers to overcome
to achieve this benefit. There are issues faced at the economic, human
resource or risk-management level that may deter individuals in
school environments from undertaking local food procurement in the
first place. Addressing these barriers is essential in ensuring local food
procurement is not just undertaken by schools, but that it becomes a
sustainable and mutually beneficial practice. Interviews with
foodservice directors found that most viewed local produce as being
less dependable, more work and more problematic than the same pro-
duce purchased through large distributors.%° Foodservice staff gener-
ally perceived locally procured food as more expensive, more
resource-intensive to store and prepare due to a lack of any level of
processing (such as washing, peeling or cutting) prior to it reaching
the school; and that there was increased risk in regards to food safety
and quality.}7:262940-42 The greater time commitment required to
coordinate the provision of food to a school or school district is logi-
cal, as a single farm would generally not be able to meet all supply
needs of the school. This demonstrates the key role that co-
operatives play within local communities, as they can consolidate pro-
duce to supply to schools and other businesses; bearing in mind that
one study indicated that purchasing exclusively from a local distribu-

1.2* More

tor or co-operative was unlikely to reduce the cost per mea
widespread and targeted education on when locally grown crops are
in season and cheapest, including ideas on how they can be incorpo-
rated into menus would be beneficial in Australia.3!

Government funding and in-kind support is important in ensuring

school-based local food procurement programmes can become and

remain financially viable, and in many instances so that they can be
established in the first place.l”-23-262831-34.37.42 E4rm to School cen-
sus data demonstrated that while there is a negative impact between
local produce expenditures and food service profit, this is countered
by a positive impact between local produce expenditures and revenue

received from the government.?®

A common barrier to implementing
sustainable local food procurement practices was budget constraints,
with increased cost or lack of available funds mentioned in five arti-
cles included in this review.?3284°-42 Fynding to support local food
procurement may permit schools to afford local food without
requesting discounts that drastically decrease revenue for local pro-
ducers.}”®” Adequate funding or in-kind support would likely allow
for adequate equipment and facilities for food preparation, along with

further education to promote a skilled workforce.17:26:29:38:42

41 | Limitations

The variable application of the term ‘local food procurement’ creates
challenges when conducting research in this field, but may not strictly
be considered a limitation of the research. Five definitions were iden-
tified in the results of this review. The variable conception of this term
formed part of the rationale towards undertaking a broad, scoping lit-
erature review, but also caused difficulty in creation and refinement
of search terms and likely resulted in relevant research being missed.

The decision to limit inclusion criteria to high-income countries was
to ensure a high degree of relevance to the Australian school setting, but
it would be remiss to not acknowledge the breadth of research that has
been undertaken in regards to the local procurement of food for the
Brazilian National School Food Programme® Lessons gained from
programmes implemented in low to middle-income countries could also
have relevance in the Australian context and future research that includes
literature from low to middle-income countries could be beneficial.

While a key aim of this review was to explore local food procure-
ment policy, the identified literature contained limited information
relating specifically to policy. More focused exploration of local food
procurement policy is required.

5 | CONCLUSION

Local food procurement in schools is a concept that commonly refers
to a close geographical distance and/or personal relationship found
between the various stages of the food supply chain. A sense of social
responsibility generally drives local food procurement, and the longev-
ity and scope of the Farm to School programme in the USA indicates
unquestionable benefit. There are, however, issues faced at the eco-
nomic, human resource or risk-management level that may deter indi-
viduals in school environments from undertaking local food
procurement. Addressing these barriers is essential in ensuring that
local food procurement is not just undertaken by schools, but that it
becomes a sustainable and mutually beneficial practice. Government

funding and in-kind support is important in ensuring school-based
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local food procurement programmes can become and remain finan-
cially viable, and in many instances so they can be established in the

first place.

6 | IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH

There appears to be a lack of interventional studies in this space.
These would provide an opportunity to examine the impact of local
food procurement on a range of outcomes. A theme in the literature
is the absence of a uniform definition of local food procurement, with
five definitions identified in this literature review.?228384041 A gys.
tematic review undertaken with the intention of proposing a global
definition and/or a series of models of what it means to procure food
locally would have value in policy setting, funding and improving
research focus for these programmes into the future. Issues of equity
require careful consideration as not all schools or school districts have
access to quality, affordable produce within close proximity. Investi-
gating feasibility of a national school lunch service would be benefi-
cial. The literature indicates that school lunch service and local food
procurement are intertwined to the degree that it is not possible to
discuss one without the other. These programmes may have merit not
just in feeding children but also in supporting the local economy, but
require further research.

7 | IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
An intention of this review was to gain broad lessons that can be
applied to the Australian context. The literature has indicated that
sustainable local food procurement is most successful when there is a
universal lunch programme and adequate funding. Funding allows for
not just the provision of food, but a skilled workforce and access to
well-equipped facilities. Barriers to local food procurement occur at
the economic, human resource and risk-management level. Awareness
of these barriers and enablers may help in the successful implementa-
tion of local food procurement programmes and policies in Australia.
It is not within the scope of this review to provide specific recom-
mendations for changes to practice. A systematic review is warranted
to provide substantive recommendations as to a course of action rela-

tive to local food procurement in Australian schools.
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