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Benchmarking  
Food Environments 
2026
Progress by the New Zealand Government on implementing 
recommended food environment policies and prioritised actions.

Executive Summary

Summary
The fifth New Zealand Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) was 
conducted in May and June 2026 by an expert panel of over 40 independent 
and government public health and nutrition experts. 

The expert panel assessed progress since 2023. 
Some policies were at the level of international best 
practice, but many large ‘implementation gaps’ 
were identified, including for marketing restrictions 
for unhealthy foods, fiscal policies, and healthy food 
in schools. 

The panel identified gaps relating to government 
infrastructure support for prevention of obesity and 
diet-related diseases, in particular, a lack of government 
leadership and nutrition monitoring. Some headway 
had been made regarding introduction of a mandatory 
healthy food policy in public health services and 
preparation for potential mandatory Health Star Ratings. 

The expert panel prioritised five readily achievable 
policy actions and two infrastructure support actions 
for immediate action. Many of these actions are similar 
to those proposed in 2020 and 2023. Over the longer 
term, achieving progress across all indicators will 
require actions to be underpinned by a government-led 
national food systems action plan guided by the 2024 
‘Rebalancing our Food System’ strategic report. 

The expert panel also acknowledged the high food 
insecurity rates in Aotearoa and the need for sufficient 
household income. We strongly urge the Government 
to act on the priority actions to improve the diets of 
New Zealanders, especially for children, and to reduce 
the accumulating healthcare costs of unhealthy diets 
and obesity. 

https://www.health.govt.nz/publications/rebalancing-our-food-system
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Assessing New Zealand’s implementation of government policies to create 
healthy food environments

1	 Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME). Global Burden of Disease 2023: Findings from the GBD 2023 Study. Seattle, WA: IHME, 2025.

Healthy diets are essential for wellbeing. About 15% of 
healthy life-years lost annually are from obesity and 
unhealthy diets1. Diet-related non-communicable 
diseases (NCDs) are the biggest preventable cause of 
death and ill-health in New Zealand. These are related 
to the food environments in which New Zealanders live. 
Unhealthy food environments lead to unhealthy diets 
and excess energy intake, which have consequences in 
levels of morbidity and mortality. 

Government has a critical role to play in creating 
healthier food environments. Food policies are a 
powerful tool to increase wellbeing, including mental 
health, and health equity, including honouring the 
rights of Māori to the protection of health under Te Tiriti 
o Waitangi. 

Existing government policies, such as the Child and 
Youth Strategy (2024–2027), would more effectively 
improve children’s nutrition and reduce health 
inequities by improving the food environments that 
perpetuate inequities. 

This study is an initiative of INFORMAS (the International 
Network for Food environments Research, Monitoring 
and Action Support), which aims to monitor and 
benchmark food environments and policies globally to 
increase the accountability of governments and the food 
industry for their actions to reduce NCDs and obesity. 

Food-EPI is a module of INFORMAS that assesses 
the progress governments have made towards 
good practice in improving food environments 
by implementing actions to prevent obesity and 
diet-related NCDs. Food‑EPI actions consist of two 
components (policy and infrastructure support) and 
13 domains. 

The expert panel evaluated 47 good practice indicators 
to assess the performance of the NZ government 
against international best practice (see Figure 1).

Food-EPI 2026 was conducted by:

•	 Compiling evidence of current implementation 
in New Zealand for policies on food environments 
and infrastructure support through documenting 
publicly available information and validating this 
with government officials. 

•	 Using this evidence, the research team 
benchmarked policies and actions of the 
Government against international best practice for 
creating healthier food environments. The level of 
implementation was categorised as ‘high’, ‘medium’, 
‘low’ or ‘very little, if any’.

•	 Three workshops were held in May and June 2026 to 
identify recommended actions for the government, 
with over 40 participants (the expert panel).

•	 Almost 30 experts ranked actions for immediate 
action via an online ranking survey considering 
importance and feasibility.

https://figshare.com/s/71b83034ca453518dd54
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How well is the New Zealand Government performing compared with 
international best practice?

2	 Ministry of Education. (2026). Healthy school lunches: About the programme. https://www.education.govt.nz/education-professionals/schools-year-0-13/
healthy-school-lunches/ka-ora-ka-ako-healthy-school-lunches-about-programme

The New Zealand Government is performing well, when 
compared to international best practice, in preventing 
unhealthy foods from carrying health claims; providing 
nutrition information panels on packaged foods; 
implementing healthy food policies in public health 
sector settings; and monitoring prevalence of NCDs and 
their risk factors and inequalities (Figure 1). 

For the ‘Food Provision’ domain, a new indicator 
was introduced: ‘The Government provides every 
child with a nutritious meal at school, that supports 
local, sustainable production of food’. Its level of 
implementation was rated as medium. While school 
lunches continue to be provided to approximately 25 
percent of school children, the budget for lunches has 
been reduced since 2023 and funding for the Healthy 
School Lunches programme (Ka Ora Ka Ako) beyond 
2027 is uncertain2.  

Progress has been made in some areas:

•	 Preparation towards mandatory Health Star Ratings 
is under way, with final approval required by Food 
Ministers in 2027.

•	 Introduction of a mandatory healthy food policy in 
public health sector settings for staff and visitors.

•	 In trade policy, inclusion of a cooperation chapter 
on ‘Sustainable Food Systems’ in the recent New 
Zealand-European Union Free Trade Agreement.

However, virtually no progress has been made in most 
areas since the 2023 Food-EPI assessment, and there are 
major ‘implementation gaps’.

Approximately 60 percent of the policy indicators and 
50 percent of the infrastructure support indicators were 
rated as having ‘low’ or ‘very little, if any’ implementation 
(Figure 1). 

Gaps were identified in: 

•	 Implementation of restrictions on the marketing of 
unhealthy food that children are exposed to.

•	 Fiscal policies to redress the imbalance between the 
cost of healthy versus unhealthy foods and drinks.

•	 Healthy food policies in schools.

•	 Support for communities to limit the density of 
unhealthy food outlets (for example, around schools).

•	 Government leadership and funding in obesity and 
NCD prevention. 

•	 Regular monitoring of adult and child nutrition 
status and population intakes.

https://www.education.govt.nz/education-professionals/schools-year-0-13/healthy-school-lunches/ka-ora-ka-ako-healthy-school-lunches-about-programme
https://www.education.govt.nz/education-professionals/schools-year-0-13/healthy-school-lunches/ka-ora-ka-ako-healthy-school-lunches-about-programme
https://www.foodstandards.gov.au/food-standards-code/proposals/p1067-health-star-rating-system
https://www.healthnz.govt.nz/publications/national-food-and-drink-policy 
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Figure 1: Level of implementation of food environment policies and infrastructure support by the New Zealand 
Government in 2026 against international best practice
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Top priorities for improving the healthiness of food environments

3	 PHCC Briefing: Making Health Star Ratings on foods mandatory – a big plus for public health. Making Health Star Ratings on foods mandatory – a big plus 
for public health | PHCC

4	 There are taxes on sugary drinks in at least 117 countries around the world, covering 57% of the world’s population. World Bank. Global SSB Tax Database. 
https://ssbtax.worldbank.org/ (2023).

Immediate actions
Seven specific and readily achievable actions 
recommended by the expert panel were prioritised for 
immediate action to improve the healthiness of New 
Zealand’s food environments – five policy actions and 
two infrastructure support actions. The expert panel 
in particular prioritised actions targeted at improving 
children’s diets.

The expert panel calls for a mandatory approach to be 
adopted in all policy domains, as previous voluntary 
approaches have proven to be ineffective: they are 
not enforceable and therefore not implemented or 
adhered to. 

In particular, a mandatory approach is needed to 
protect our children through restricting marketing 
of unhealthy food to which children are exposed and 
ensuring only healthy foods and drinks are provided or 
sold in schools and early learning services. 

Mandatory targets are required for reducing sodium 
and added sugar in key food categories of packaged 
food. The expert panel supports the current work by 
Food Standards Australia New Zealand to prepare for 
mandatory Health Star Ratings3, with a final decision 
subject to the approval of Food Ministers in 2027. 

The expert panel recommends that New Zealand adopt 
a sugary drinks levy4, as is done in over 117 countries. 
The revenue can be directed to specified health services 
or healthy food systems.

As in previous years, the expert panel calls for 
committed funding for a national nutrition survey, 
the previous Child and Adult Nutrition Surveys 
being conducted 24 and 18 years ago respectively. 
Major policy decisions are being made in the absence 
of evidence about the current nutrition status and 
food consumption patterns of the population and 
food supply. 

The expert panel urges the Ministry of Education 
to make funding for the Healthy School Lunches 
programme (Ka Ora, Ka Ako) permanent, increase 
the budget to ensure meals meet nutrition standards, 
and expand the programme to reach more children, 
particularly given the increasing number of children 
living in material hardship.

Longer term actions
The expert panel was very clear that substantial, 
sustained progress across all indicators, encompassing 
improvements in health, food sovereignty, food security, 
sustainability and equity, requires a government‑led 
multi sectoral national food systems action plan. 
The development of this plan should be informed by 
the Rebalancing our Food System report (Public Health 
Advisory Committee 2024).

The expert panel also expressed concern about the 
extent of food insecurity exposed by the cost-of-living 
increases, acknowledging the need for households to 
receive an adequate income to enable autonomy to 
make healthy food choices, though this sits outside the 
health policy sector. 

These immediate and longer-term actions 
would collectively result in positive outcomes for 
environmental sustainability, economic prosperity, 
improved health and increased equity. If the New 
Zealand Government invests in the above highly 
cost-effective and WHO-recommended policies and 
programmes, we could meet the standard of those 
countries currently leading the world on food policies for 
health and wellbeing. 

https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/making-health-star-ratings-foods-mandatory-big-plus-public-health
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/making-health-star-ratings-foods-mandatory-big-plus-public-health
https://ssbtax.worldbank.org/
https://www.health.govt.nz/publications/rebalancing-our-food-system
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Table 1: Prioritised immediate actions for the 2026 Food-EPI evaluation

Policy

Mandatory Health Star Ratings The Government makes the Health Star Rating system mandatory 
for all eligible packaged foods and regularly reviews the algorithm 
and logo design to maximise its effectiveness in promoting product 
reformulation and informed consumer choice.

Food composition targets The Ministry of Health and the Ministry for Primary Industries create 
mandatory targets/standards for reducing sodium and added sugar 
in key food categories of packaged food.

Substantial levy on sugary drinks The Government introduces a tiered industry levy of at least 20 
percent on sugary drinks and recycles the revenue towards specified 
health services (e.g. expanding free basic dental care) or healthy food 
systems (e.g. expanding the Healthy School Lunch programme).

Regulations restricting exposure  
of food marketing to children

The Government introduces regulations to protect all children 
and young people up to 18 years by restricting unhealthy food and 
beverage marketing to which they are exposed across all channels, 
platforms and children's settings, including online, outdoor, retail and 
sponsorship environments.

Healthy and sustainable food  
policy in schools

The Ministry of Education implements and monitors a mandatory 
healthy and sustainable food policy for schools and early learning 
services, ensuring that all food and beverages sold, provided, and 
procured meet defined standards, and allocates sufficient resources, 
support, and training for effective implementation.

Infrastructure

National nutrition survey The Government conducts a new national nutrition survey for 
children and adults to be commissioned in 2027.

Healthy School Lunches  
(Ka Ora, Ka Ako) commitment  
and expansion

The Ministry of Education expands the Healthy School Lunches 
programme to double its reach over the next five years and commits 
to ongoing and appropriate funding through Vote Education, 
including continued support for food programmes in early learning 
services settings.


