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The environmental sustainability of food provision in Australian childcare
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Our food choices have the potential to optimise both human and planetary health.(1) Half of Australian children aged 2–5 years attend
centre-based care for an average of 31 hours per week,(2) and the food provided needs to meet 50–60% of children’s daily nutrition
needs.(3) Centre-based care, commonly known as childcare, therefore provides the opportunity to cultivate environmentally sustain-
able food provision practices at scale, but research is lacking. To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study to explore environmen-
tally sustainable food provision practices and food waste in childcare services preparing food on-site. Childcare directors/cooks in
Victoria, Australia, were invited to an online survey, with a subgroup participating in a weighed food waste audit. The survey docu-
mented environmentally sustainable food provision practices such as purchasing seasonal and local food, and food waste practices
including conducting food waste audits. Differences by management type, location and socioeconomic position were determined
using t-tests and chi-square tests. Food provision for 1 day was weighed using calibrated scales to determine total serving waste (pre-
pared but not served) and/or plate waste (served but not eaten); with recipes entered into a menu compliance assessment tool,
FoodChecker.(4) Data collection concluded in July 2022 and full results will be reported. Preliminary survey results (n= 132) indicate
that 67% of childcare services included environmental sustainability in their policy, and whilst most services purchased food from
supermarkets (82%), some also used local butchers and fruit/vegetable stores (57%) and produce from their gardens (41%).
“Providing seasonal food” scored highest as an environmentally sustainable practice, with “planning menu with less packaged
foods” and “maintaining a compost system” scoring the lowest. Ten services (8%) reported having previously conducted a food
waste audit, which had led to changes in food provision practices. Weighed food waste audit results in the current study (n= 13)
found one service with food provision meeting the recommended menu planning guidelines, and an average of 30% total food
waste (ranging from 9%–64%). Data showed a trend towards lower food waste for services who had conducted food waste audits
in the past. While some environmentally sustainable practices are in place, there appears to be a lack of awareness amongst services
of how much food is wasted. The positive impact of awareness of food waste on food waste practices warrants further research. Given
the volume of food prepared and served across childcare services, this sector requires strong policy action and practice guidelines to
support healthy, environmentally sustainable, and affordable food provision.
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