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Why study community food environments? 

What are obesogenic food environments?

What are food swamps and why are the important?

How do we connect this research to policy and community development?

The term “obesogenic environment” refers to “an environment that promotes gaining weight and one that 
is not conducive to weight loss” (Swinburn, et al., 1999). In other words, the obesogenic environment refers 
to an environment that helps, or contributes to, obesity (neighbourhoods, home, school canteens). 

A food swamp are described as geographic phenomena’s where unhealthy foods sources form clusters and
are more readily available than healthy foods. Food swamps are not supportive of the health and wellbeing needs of individuals, 
People living in a food swamp are at higher risk of develop obesity and diet-related illnesses such as type 2 diabetes, CVD.
Food swamps have shown to be more prevalent in higher deprived neighbourhoods in comparison to lower deprived communities. 

‘Rights of the child’ – it is the moral responsibility of society to protect children and the environments where they live, learn and 
play.  Policy makers and town planners have the ability to shape communities so they are more sustainable and supportive of 
the health and wellbeing of people. Considerations such as improving access, availability  and affordability to healthy food 
sources are part of sustainable development.  Future placement of food retailers in a community setting.

• Health Act
• Resource Management Act



Food Swamps in NZ 
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NZDEP2013 (Quintiles)

Low (RFEI = 1-4 )

Medium (RFEI = 5-8)

High (RFEI = 9 - 12)

Extreme (RFEI > 12)

RFEI Index

A higher RFEI indicates
higher level of swampness

Number of Food Swamps in NZ 

Retail Food Environment Index (Ratio) = Healthy/Unhealthy outlets
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Case Study Tokoroa 
South Waikato 

In Tokoroa exposure (800m) to Fast Food Takeaways and Convenience Stores (FFTC) was 
four times higher (P<0.001) for the most deprived schools compared to least deprived 
schools; The number of FFTC was five times higher than supermarkets and green 
grocers in the Tokoroa Township.



http://www.newshub.co.nz/home/health/2016/04/calls-to-limit-fast-food-near-schools.html

• 68% of urban schools and 14% of rural schools  had a convenience store within 800m

• 62% of urban schools had a fast food/takeaway outlet within 800m

• The median road distance to the closest convenience store from urban NZ schools was 535m and 634m for rural schools 

• The average number of unhealthy food outlets around 800m of NZ schools increased from 1 in 1966 – 6 in 2014

Obesogenic food environments around NZ schools

http://www.newshub.co.nz/home/health/2016/04/calls-to-limit-fast-food-near-schools.html


South Korea:
Implemented Special Act on Children's Dietary Life Safety Management, including the 
Creation of green food zones 200m of schools. 

U.S – Detroit’s zoning ordnance 1998, 
Requires a distance of at least 500 feet between schools and fast food outlets

International Examples 



://www.fmhs.auckland.ac.nz/en/soph/global-
health/projects/informas.html

INFORMAS (International Network for Food and Obesity / non-communicable Diseases Research, Monitoring and Action Support) is a global network 
of public-interest organisations and researchers that aims to monitor, benchmark and support public and private sector actions to create healthy food 
environments and reduce obesity and non-communicable diseases (NCDs) and their related inequalities.

https://www.fmhs.auckland.ac.nz/en/soph/global-health/projects/informas.html

