
The Impact of Food Miles 
The term ‘food miles’ commonly refers to the distance our food travels from the time of its 
production to the time it reaches the consumer. The issue of food miles isn’t simple, but is 
an important consideration when assessing the impact of the foods we choose to eat. A lot 
of our food comes with its own ‘round the world ticket’, and the energy used is significant 
and increasing.  A study into food miles in Australia found that the total distance for all 
transportation for a typical food basket in Melbourne containing 29 common food items, 
was 70,803 km; equivalent to travelling almost twice around the earth’s circumference.
Oranges grown locally travelled 567 km, whereas Californian oranges (often found in 
supermarkets) travelled 12,879 km (Gaballa & Abraham, 2007). 

Fruit & Veg Meat & Dairy Cereals

Apples 112 Beef 298 White Bread 486

Oranges 567 Chicken 93 Cereal 886

Orange Juice 2,024 Eggs 134 Rolled Oats 539

Bananas 2,746 Sausages 25,165 Rice 381

Tomatoes 1,618 Fresh Milk 348 Noodles 582

Potatoes 155 Cheese 688 Crackers 1,802

Pumpkin 361

Lettuce 54 Margarine 1,464 Baked Beans 3,182

Carrots 311 White Sugar 2,315 Canola Oil 303

Onions 782 Black Tea 8,259 Potato Chips 2,024

Imports

Oranges (USA) 12,879 Chocolate 13,174 Rice ( Asia ) 9,709

CERES estimate of Food Miles 2007 - Gaballa & Abraham - Source to Melbourne CalculationsCERES estimate of Food Miles 2007 - Gaballa & Abraham - Source to Melbourne CalculationsCERES estimate of Food Miles 2007 - Gaballa & Abraham - Source to Melbourne CalculationsCERES estimate of Food Miles 2007 - Gaballa & Abraham - Source to Melbourne CalculationsCERES estimate of Food Miles 2007 - Gaballa & Abraham - Source to Melbourne CalculationsCERES estimate of Food Miles 2007 - Gaballa & Abraham - Source to Melbourne Calculations

NB: this study used data from commercial and food industry bodies and government 
departments, and not that from farmer’s markets and local produce stores. 

Action : So what did your Pantry and Fridge Food Audit show you? 

Impact of Process and Packaging

Processed or multiple ingredient foods accumulate even more food miles. The packaging 
materials often have huge “food miles” before being used. The data above does not 
include the packaging - for example a metal can could add 3,000-12,000 kms, a milk 
carton 8,000 km. Then there is the issue of advertising and storage energy uses.
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Let’s look at a packet of Kettle Chips (Choice, 2008) labelled “Made in Australia”
★ Ingredients - potatoes from all along Australia’s east 
coast, - salt from Price in South Australia, and sunflower 
oil extracted in Newcastle and refined in Sydney.
★ Packaging - fused layers of plastic and aluminium, with 
coloured ink for labelling. The plastic film is from 
Wodonga. The inks are made in Melbourne using 
components from India, China, the US and Europe.  The 
aluminium from Italy is added in Sydney, but the 
aluminium itself has probably been smelted from 
Australian bauxite.
★ Packs are made in Shepparton – then transported to 
your store!

The Energy Costs Associated with Food Production.
The USDA has calculated that in 1910 one calorie of food required an energy input of 1.4 
calories, by 1950 it was 1 to 10, and in 2015, 1 to 12 input calories (Garaza, 2015). 
Much of this is embedded energy is because of the machinery used in the production, 
harvesting, and transport of food products. But there is also a large energy component in 
synthetic chemical production for pesticides, herbicides and synthetic fertilisers. 
 
An estimate of the average global carbon footprint of food attributes 11% to food miles, 
and a much larger percentage (83%) to how our food is grown (Weber & Matthews, 2008).

What Can We Do ? : Buying local and grow your own - reduce food miles and help reduce our 
carbon footprint, and our dependence on oil.  Buy Organic or Chemical Free
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  By reducing chemical production and use, 
greenhouse gas emissions are decreased.

  Shop at a farmers' market and support 
producers of organic food. 

  It’s better for our health. Pesticide and 
herbicide residues on and within food are not 
necessarily removed by washing.

   Ask your local fruit shop to consider 
stocking some organic options.

   Better for our soils, as organically fed soils are 
built up with microorganisms that support plant 
growth, and store more carbon.

   Grown with natural fertilizers - manure, 
compost, and with natural pest and weed control.

  Join an organic food co-operative.

  Choose organic options in the supermarket to 
send a message that there is demand for food to be 
grown organically.
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