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NUTRIT ION AND OBESITY — EDITORIAL

make a profit to survive. At the same time, those concerned with
the health and wellbeing of remote communities argue that
remote stores have a social responsibility to supply healthy foods
to communities that depend entirely on their stock. These dual,
and potentially opposing, objectives of profit and social responsi-
bility present a difficult, but not insurmountable, tension for
food retail businesses in remote areas.

Indeed, there have been considerable shifts in recent years in
some communities, whose stores are pursuing better business
practices for bigger profits, while improving the quality of the
produce they sell — for example, by using multiple strategies
that outline the roles and responsibilities of the store, the types of
foods to be stocked and promoted, and the accountability
requirements of managers to reduce store expenses. Improving
retail management practices is expected to cut the need for high
mark-ups on prices. Some communities are establishing buying
groups to enable stores to bulk-buy at wholesale prices. Commu-
nity stores are developing guidelines and manuals to improve
training and industry practice. An example is the Freight improve-
ment tool kit, which is designed to improve the efficiency of cold-
chain perish-able food transport to remote areas.11 Schemes to
recruit and train Indigenous people in retailing aim to improve
the efficiency of store operations as well as providing employ-
ment opportunities. Leaders in the retail grocery industry,
including Coles and Woolworths, are providing considerable pro
bono support. In parallel, local communities are expanding and
improving banking services to minimise stores’ financial losses
from unofficial loans and credit lines.

What can others do to help and support these heroic efforts?
There is no shortage of ideas and plenty of work for us all — food
retailers, bankers, food transport companies, land councils,
Indigenous-run businesses, employment program managers,
governments, health professionals, health-related data collection
agencies, and academics. Public–private partnerships, particu-
larly for retail and business training for Indigenous communities,
need to be fostered and maintained. Government assistance to
minimise GST costs and perhaps subsidise food transport costs is
worthy of consideration. Continued support and investment in
the current promising initiatives are required, including funding
to evaluate programs and ensure they lead to reduced prices of
healthy foods in remote areas, as well as other expected benefits
such as improved employment rates, incomes and health of
remote-dwelling Australians. To this end, several groups have
argued for the development and maintenance of a system for
routine monitoring of prices of selected foods, and a family food
basket, Australia-wide.7,12,13 The HFAB surveys provide a useful
model for further development of a national food price monitor-
ing initiative.

This New Year, let us resolve to help solve the problems of
Australians living in remote areas who pay higher prices for food
than we pay, but whose ability to pay is less than ours. Indeed, let
us go beyond a resolution and — through greater citizen action,
good business and a modicum of government intervention —
assist our remote communities in righting this wrong.
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Correction

Re: “Shrinking bottle syndrome”, by Sarah Newton, Hemant
Agarwal, Joane Coleman and Srinivas Bolisetty, in the 20
February issue of the Journal (Med J Aust 2006; 184: 187). The
second author’s name was incorrectly given as “Hemant Agar-
wal”. The correct name is “Hemant Jain”. ❏


