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Abstract 

A form of food retail regulation called the Stores Licensing Scheme was introduced by the Australian Government 
in 2007–2022 to ensure food security in remote Indigenous communities of the Northern Territory. We examined 
evaluations of this Scheme implemented under the Northern Territory National Emergency Response and Stronger 
Futures Northern Territory Acts. Grey literature search identified nine primary source evaluations. Reported outcomes 
were extracted and thematic analysis utilised to determine barriers and enablers. Outcomes included improved 
availability and quality of groceries, financial structures, and retail practices, albeit not consistently reported. Govern-
ance and food cost were perceived barriers. Future policy aimed to improve food security through community stores 
should consider food cost subsidy, measures to incentivise all stores to improve standards, and improved governance 
arrangements enabling self-determination for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Store Directors.
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Introduction
Indigenous Peoples is a term used to represent diverse 
social and cultural groups, with an estimated global 
population of 476 million people across 90 different 
countries [1]. Indigenous Peoples have ancestral ties and 
ongoing connections to their lands, waterways, natu-
ral resources, and ecosystems to sustain and develop 
their societies through unique knowledge systems [2, 3]. 

Colonisation by colonial empires has promoted the sub-
jugation, economic expansion, exploitation and destruc-
tion of important ecosystems and natural resources for 
Indigenous Peoples [4–6]. This has significantly contrib-
uted to greater health inequities and socio-economic 
disadvantage including higher rates of food insecurity, 
poverty, and an average life expectancy of up to 20 years 
lower than non-Indigenous peoples [1, 2, 7]. In the Aus-
tralian context, Indigenous Peoples (herein referred 
to as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples) are 
reclaiming connection to their food systems and tradi-
tional diets that are linked to good health and wellbe-
ing [8]. However, the impact of colonisation in Australia 
has restricted access and availability to traditional foods 
for many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples 
and historically contributed to food provisioning reli-
ant on first rations followed later by retail stores. There 
are approximately 74,546 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples living in the Northern Territory (NT) of 
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Australia, of which 70% are living on their ancestral lands 
in areas considered as remote as access to goods and 
services is highly restricted [9, 10]. Logistical challenges 
with food provisioning such as limited freight deliveries, 
seasonal weather disruptions, and extensive food mileage 
are often experienced in these communities [11].

The retail landscape of remote communities is unique 
compared to non-remote settings. Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples have shaped the rise and develop-
ment of a remote food retail landscape. Over one third 
(n = 86) of the approximate 233 stores in Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities in remote Australia 
are registered as Indigenous Corporations [12]. The onus 
is often on these (mostly singular) community stores 
for providing the majority of the community’s food sup-
ply [13, 14] alongside household procurement of tradi-
tional foods. However, the impact of colonisation as well 
as climate change has greatly impacted traditional food 
supply and intake. Therefore, remote community stores 
significantly influence a community’s ability to achieve 
food security; defined by members of Aboriginal com-
munities as “when the food of our ancestors is protected 
and always there for us and our children. It is when we 
can easily access and afford the right non-traditional 
food for a collective health and active life. When we are 
food secure we can provide, share and fulfil our responsi-
bilities, we can choose good food knowing how to make 
choices and how to prepare and use it” [15]. For many 
reasons, including the continued effects of colonisa-
tion, geographical remoteness impacting on food costs, 
and lack of employment opportunities within colonial 
power structures, food insecurity is significantly higher 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples living in 
remote areas of Australia compared to non-remote areas 
(31% vs 20%) [16]. For example, during the wet season 
(November to April) some roads can be inaccessible and 
subsequently the food supply is disrupted for some com-
munities for several months [13].

In 2007, the Australian Government introduced the 
Stores Licensing Scheme (herein referred to as Stores 
Licensing) to regulate remote community stores based 
on their unique influence on attaining food security in 
the NT. The first iteration of Stores Licensing occurred 
under the Northern Territory National Emergency 
Response Act 2007 (Cth) (herein referred to as NTER 
Act) [17]. Licensing enabled stores to participate in one 
of the NTER Acts; the Income Management scheme, 
where a proportion of a welfare recipient’s payments 
was isolated for allowable goods and services, including 
items in licensed stores [18, 19]. In total, 73 commu-
nity stores across the NT were subject to the licensing, 
based on their premises in a prescribed area (defined 
as an area of Aboriginal land in the Aboriginal Land 

Rights Act 1976 [20]) and primary operational purpose 
being the provision of grocery items [17]. Food secu-
rity parameters were requirements of Stores Licensing, 
covering the quality, quantity, and range of groceries 
available, and the promotion and availability of healthy 
food and drink, as well as financial structure, retail 
practices and governance of the store [17]. Throughout 
this review, “Stores Licensing” not only refers to the 
licensing of stores, but also the proposed food secu-
rity outcomes of the Acts. Immediately prior to Stores 
Licensing, the Australian Government established the 
Commonwealth entity Outback Stores to provide a 
management service to community stores with a com-
mitment to improve food security in remote Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities. [21].

In 2012, the Stronger Futures in the Northern Terri-
tory Act 2012 (Cth) (herein referred to as the SFNT Act) 
repealed the NTER Act and renewed Stores Licensing 
with the aim of “…making sure good food is available in 
communities” [22]. Stores Licensing under the SFNT Act 
incurred a number of changes, including more focus on 
improvement of community store infrastructure and sup-
port for underperforming stores. In addition, the scheme 
was extended across all stores operating in the food secu-
rity area (defined as the whole area of the NT, exclud-
ing urban areas) that the Secretary of the Department 
deemed to be a key source of groceries for communities, 
including takeaway and roadhouse stores [22]. Stores 
licensing under the SFNT Act continued for 10  years, 
with the sunsetting of the Act in June 2022 [23]. The NT 
Government has since developed the legislation for the 
continuation of the scheme, now called the Northern 
Territory Remote Stores Program.

Both the NTER and SFNT Acts addressed several addi-
tional public health priority areas including alcohol man-
agement, policing, and housing [17, 23]. Although the 
primary objective of the NTER and SFNT Acts were not 
nutrition-related, nutrition-sensitive policy was created 
with the introduction of measures regarding community 
food security, thereby having the potential to improve 
nutrition.

In 2020, a National Agreement on Closing the Gap was 
made between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peo-
ples and the Australian Government to collaboratively 
address the effects of colonisation and inequities [24]. 
Self-determination is central to this Agreement and is 
integral to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples 
having agency over their lives, including participation in 
policy-making and its implementation. To Close the Gap, 
it is essential that food security initiatives involving Abo-
riginal and Torres Strait Islander communities are evalu-
ated to determine their impact. There have been periodic 
reviews of Store Licensing since its establishment. To our 
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knowledge, however, there is yet to be a comprehensive 
meta-evaluation of Stores Licensing.

This review aims to examine evaluations of Stores 
Licensing under the NTER and SFNT Acts. With a focus 
on the overall outcomes of Stores Licensing and the 
barriers and enablers to achieving its aims and goals of 
food security, this review provides the opportunity to 
inform the next iteration of Stores Licensing under the 
NT Government (the NT Remote Stores Program) and 
the National Strategy for Food Security in Remote First 
Nations Communities [25].

Methods
A qualitative meta-evaluative approach [26] was uti-
lised to capture all primary research reports related to 
Stores Licensing under the NTER and SFNT Acts. The 
Preferred Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Anal-
ysis guidelines were adhered to. [27] Our methodology 
was also guided by the methods used in a grey litera-
ture systematic review by Godin et  al. (2015) [28]. Our 
meta-evaluation aimed to understand the outcomes and 
perceived barriers and enablers of Stores Licensing for 
remote stores in the NT under both the NTER and SFNT 
Acts.

Eligibility criteria
Eligibility criteria are outlined in Table  1. Inclusion cri-
teria pertain to the Stores Licensing components of both 
Acts; NTER and the SFNT [17, 23]. All other schemes 
related to both Acts were excluded from this review. 
Despite Income Management being closely intercon-
nected with Stores Licensing, this review focussed on 
evaluations related specifically to Stores Licensing.

Search resources
Three search strategies were utilised to systematically 
capture all relevant grey literature: database search, 
Google search, and targeted website search. Search terms 

were developed using a Population, Intervention, Com-
parison, Outcomes (PICO) format in conjunction with 
referring to known relevant texts on the research topic 
(Table 2).

Database search
Trove was selected for this review. Trove is the Australian 
National Library Database that is based on the Australian 
National Bibliographic Database. The search terms were 
as follows: “community store*” + licens* + (Emergency 
OR Stronger). The term ‘community store’ was chosen 
over other terms representing population as this termi-
nology is used in both Acts [17, 23]. The term represents 
a store located in the prescribed area whose main pur-
pose is the “provision of grocery items and drinks” [17]. 
The definition of community store was added to in the 
SFNT Act to include stores that “consists wholly or partly 
of selling food, drink and grocery items,” and are located 
within the food security area [23]. The terms “Emer-
gency” and Stronger” were added to the search strategy 
to target the type of licensing (Stores Licensing) that the 
review was focussed on, rather than returning other irrel-
evant ‘licensing’ results (e.g., driver’s licensing). A search 
was conducted on the 7th of December 2022 by one 
author (SH), filtering for texts from 2007 onwards (due 
to commencement of the first Act) and reports published 
in English. After filters were applied, categories outside 
the scope of this review were excluded including images, 
maps and artefacts, diaries, letters and archives, music, 
audio and video, and newspaper and gazettes. This 
method was re-run prior to publication in August 2024 
to ensure the dataset reflects the most relevant and up-
to-date literature.

Customised google search
The following search terms were entered into the Google.
com search bar on the 7th of December 2022 by one 
author (SH); [“community store*” + licens* + (Emergency 

Table 1  Inclusion and exclusion criteria for selecting evaluations in this review

Inclusion Exclusion

Type of Publication Grey literature
Primary evaluation

Formally published in academic sources
Public inquiries, bills
Secondary research evaluation

Population NT population Other states and territories in Australia

Setting All of NT Outside of the NT

Intervention Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory – Stores 
Licensing scheme
NT National Emergency Response Legislation – com-
munity Stores Licensing program

Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory – all other 
schemes (e.g., alcohol restrictions, income management 
etc.)
National Emergency Response Legislation – all other 
programs

NT; Northern Territory
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OR Stronger)], using a private search mode to avoid 
contamination of results. The first ten pages (represent-
ing ~ 100 results) were screened, referring to the title and 
the preview text. Where the title and/or preview text did 
not provide sufficient context, the executive summary or 
table of contents was screened to determine eligibility. 
This method was re-run prior to publication in August 
2024 to ensure the dataset reflects the most relevant and 
up-to-date literature.

Targeted websites
Targeted websites relevant to the NTER and SFNT 
Acts were identified by completing a Google search on 
the name of each Act and Stores Licensing. The search 
was conducted on the 13th of December 2023 by one 
author (SH), utilising key words from the inclusion cri-
teria in the search bar of each website. Keywords used 
for each specific website were documented in a sepa-
rate Google Sheets spreadsheet for reference. The first 
ten pages of results were screened, following the same 
process as the Google search method aforementioned 
[28].

Contacting content experts
To ensure that all evaluations had been captured in the 
above search techniques, contact was made with a key 
expert in the Stores Licensing area of the Australian Gov-
ernment. An email was sent by the senior author (JB) to the 
identified expert outlining the purpose of this review, eligi-
bility criteria, and a list of the current documents included 
in the review, asking if they were aware of any additional 
documents that may answer the research question. One 
additional document was identified and screened by two 
authors (SH, EvB), before being added to the final dataset.

Study selection
All documents from the three search strategies were 
uploaded into Covidence (Melbourne, Australia). Screen-
ing was conducted in two stages. After removal of dupli-
cates, documents were screened by two authors (SH, 
EvB). Due to the nature of grey literature, abstracts were 
not available in most texts for screening. Documents 
were screened based on their title and executive sum-
mary (where applicable), or contents table for poten-
tial eligibility. Caution was taken in this approach, and 
when it was unclear if a source was relevant to the search 

Table 2  Search terms

a truncation/wildcard symbols may vary between search engines/databases

NT Northern Territory, NTER Northern Territory National Emergency Response, MeSH Medical Subject Heading

Keywords POSSIBLE SEARCH TERMSa

POPULATION Australia
Northern Territory
NT
remote stores
community stores
Aboriginal stores

remote communit*
Aboriginal
Indigenous
store*
“community store*”

INTERVENTION Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory Act 2012
Stronger Futures Act
Stronger Futures measures
Northern Territory National Emergency Response
Northern Territory Intervention
Stores licensing
Stores Licensing program
licensing of community stores
licensing regime for community stores
community store licensing scheme
food security

“Stronger Futures”
Intervention
NTER
Program
Regime
Scheme
store*
licens*
“food security”
MeSH term: Access to Healthy Foods

COMPARISON Not Applicable Not Applicable

OUTCOME review
evaluation
results
performance audit
report
outcomes

*covered with inclusion/exclusion criteria

FILTERS 2007-now (capturing stores licensing under the Stronger Futures act 
and the NTER)
grey literature (not academically published)
Available in English
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questions it was included for full text screening. Conflicts 
between authors were resolved via discussion and con-
sultation with the senior author. Two authors (SH, EvB) 
conducted full text screening against inclusion criteria, 
and uncertain reports were discussed with the author 
team. Pearling references during full text screening was 
also conducted to ensure a maximised coverage of the 
data set. For texts that had evaluated multiple elements of 
the Acts (e.g., income management, alcohol restriction), 
the section titled ‘store licensing’ or ‘community stores’ 
or ‘food security’ was reviewed.

Data extraction
A purpose-designed template table in Google Sheets 
was developed to capture the Act being evaluated and 
to extract data on: organisation completing the evalua-
tion, commissioner of the study, study aims, study design, 
sampling, community engagement, region involved, par-
ticipant characteristics, strengths, and limitations (as 
reported), key outcomes and reported future directions. 
Data extraction was carried out by one author (SH) and 
questions were taken to the author team who met regu-
larly for further input and clarification.

Quality assessment
The AACODS (Accuracy, Authority, Coverage, Objectiv-
ity, Date, Significance) checklist was utilised for quality 
assessment of the included evaluations [29]. This tool was 
selected due to its design specifically for critical appraisal 
of grey literature. Two authors (SH, EvB) independently 
appraised three evaluations and resolved discrepan-
cies via discussion. One author (EvB) independently 
appraised the remainder of evaluations. Data related to 
the questions in the AACODS checklist were extracted 
into a separate Google Sheets document for reference.

Data synthesis and analysis
Utilising NVivo software [30], a ‘coding reliability’ the-
matic analysis approach [31] was conducted to identify 
perceived barriers and enablers to Stores Licensing. 
First, SH read through one evaluation and identified 
preliminary codes. Data were coded against the two 
parent codes (barriers and enablers) and child nodes 
were inductively generated and matched with the cor-
responding parent code. This formed an initial code-
book, and definitions were refined and discussed with 
the author team. Next, three texts were independently 
coded by two authors (SH, SC). After each coded eval-
uation, authors discussed inconsistencies to ensure 
adherence to the codebook. Inter-rater reliability was 
determined using Cohen’s Kappa. Substantial agree-
ment was found with inter-rater correlation of 0.76, 
0.76 and 0.79 for the three evaluations respectively 

[32]. SH coded the remaining texts independently with 
application of the codebook. The author team were 
consulted when new codes were generated. Thematic 
analysis was conducted by SH and themes were dis-
cussed with the author team.

An inductive approach was utilised to capture the out-
comes of Stores Licensing as reported in the evaluations 
to allow for consistent interpretation. ‘Key outcomes’ 
were categorised into five domains based on the aims and 
objectives of the Acts: quality of groceries, promotion 
and availability of healthy food and drink, financial struc-
tures, retail practices, and governance.

Results
Evaluation selection
After initial screening and removal of duplicates, 120 
texts were identified for potential eligibility (Fig.  1). 
Twenty-seven texts underwent full text screening, includ-
ing one document identified through pearling. Eighteen 
results were further excluded, mostly due to reporting on 
other outcomes related to the Acts (e.g., income manage-
ment). Nine reports were included in the final dataset.

Study characteristics
The nine evaluations included in this review [33–41] 
were published from the year 2008 to 2016 (Table  3). 
Six reports focussed on the NTER Act [35–38, 40, 41], 
three reports specifically evaluated the SFNT Act [33, 
34, 39], and seven were commissioned by the Austral-
ian Government [33–35, 37–40]. Six aimed to evaluate 
the effectiveness and impact of Stores Licensing, under 
either the NTER or SFNT Act [17, 23], in the con-
text of food security [34, 35, 37, 39–41]. Three reports 
focussed on a broader aim of seeking to understand 
the perspectives and opinions of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities in relation to the Acts [33, 
36, 38]. Most reports [34–37, 39, 41] adopted a multi-
methods approach, utilising quantitative data obtained 
from stores assessments [37], government sources [36], 
or via survey [35, 41], in addition to collecting qualitative 
data via interviews [34–37, 39, 41]. (Table  3) An exclu-
sively qualitative methodology was conducted in three 
reports via extensive community consultation with semi-
structured interviews and community meetings [33, 38, 
40]. All except two reports [35, 39] involved community 
consultation. Communities from all regions in the NT 
were included in six of the reports [33, 36–38, 40, 41], 
however, specific communities were unable to be deter-
mined in the remaining three reports [34, 35, 39] as this 
was not disclosed or applicable. A range of stakehold-
ers were consulted across the nine evaluations including 
community store staff, Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
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community members, key stakeholder organisations and 
Government Business Managers. See Tables 3 and 4 for 
further detail.

Quality assessment
Limited information was disclosed on individual 
authors for most reports (Table  5). All organisations 

Fig. 1  PRISMA flow diagram of meta-evaluation process [27]
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commissioning or authoring the included reports were 
deemed reputable and had authority in the field in rela-
tion to Stores Licensing. Three of the included reports 
did not provide reference lists [33, 35, 37].

All reports had a stated aim and methodology. How-
ever, four reports [34, 37, 39, 40] did not detail the meth-
odology, making it difficult to ascertain whether methods 
were appropriate for the aims of the evaluations. Nearly 
all reports (n = 7) were judged as providing an accurate 
and unbiased interpretation of the data collected. Accu-
racy and bias were unable to be determined for two 
reports [34, 39], given the lack of detail in methods, data 
represented as a summary only, and it was unclear from 
where conclusions were drawn.

Five reports [33, 36, 38, 40, 41] gave a clear standpoint 
of the author/organisation, discussing, for example, 
involvement of Aboriginal people in the organisation 
completing the evaluation, extensive experience with 
communities involved in the evaluation, views regarding 
government responsibility and commitments to building 
relationships between government and Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities.

Nearly all reports addressed the significance of their 
evaluations. Two reports [34, 39] did not highlight their 
evaluation’s representativeness and integrity, where find-
ings of the evaluation represent the wider group, with an 
unclear methodology adding to the difficulty of deter-
mining this.

Table 5  AACODS [29] Quality Assessment of included texts

AACODS Authority Accuracy Coverage Objectivity Date Significance, CD cannot determine, N no, N/A not applicable, Y yes

Dimension Criteria  [41]  [36]  [40]  [35]  [38]  [37]  [33]  [34]  [39]

Authority Associated with a reputable organisation? Y CD Y Y CD CD CD Y CD

Professional qualifications or considerable experience? Y CD Y Y CD CD CD Y CD

Produced/published other work (grey/black) in the field? Y CD Y CD CD CD CD Y CD

Recognised expert, identified in other sources? Y CD Y N CD CD CD N CD

Cited by others? (use Google Scholar as a quick check) Y CD Y N CD CD CD Y CD

Higher degree student under “expert” supervision? N CD N N CD CD CD N CD

Is the organisation reputable? Y Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y

Is the organisation an authority in the field? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Does the item have a detailed reference list or bibliography? Y Y Y N Y N N Y Y

Accuracy Does the item have a clearly stated aim or brief? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

If so, is this met? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Does it have a stated methodology? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y N

If so, is it adhered to? Y Y CD Y Y CD Y CD CD

Has it been peer-reviewed? N Y N N N N N N N

Has it been edited by a reputable authority? CD CD CD CD Y CD CD CD N

Supported by authoritative, documented references or credible sources? Y Y Y N Y N N Y Y

Is it representative of work in the field? If no, is it a valid counterbalance? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Is the data collection explicit and appropriate for the research? Y Y N Y Y N Y N N

If item is secondary material, does it refer to the original? N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

Is it an accurate and unbiased interpretation or analysis? Y Y Y CD Y Y Y CD CD

Coverage Are any limits clearly stated? Y Y N N Y Y Y N N

Objectivity Is the author’s standpoint clear? Y Y Y N Y N Y N N

Date Does the item have a clearly stated date related to content? If no date 
is given, but can be easily ascertained, is there a valid reason for its 
absence?

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Check the bibliography: have key contemporary material been included? Y Y Y CD Y CD CD Y Y

Significance Is the item meaningful? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Does it add context? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Does it enrich or add something unique to the research? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Does it strengthen or refute a current position? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Would the research area be lesser without it? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Is it integral, representative, typical? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y CD CD

Does it have impact? Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
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Reported outcomes
Food security has been defined by several remote Indig-
enous communities as “when the food of our ancestors 
is protected and always there for us…It is when we can 
easily access and afford the right non-traditional food…
[and] when…we can provide, share and fulfil our respon-
sibilities, we can choose good food knowing how to make 
choices and how to prepare and use it” [15]. All of the 
reported outcomes from this review relate to this defini-
tion and represent determinants of food security.

Quality of groceries
Based on qualitative data from store operators and com-
munity members, three evaluations reported overall 
improvements in the quality of foods available in com-
munity stores since Stores Licensing [34, 36, 38]. Food 
quality was mostly talked about in the context of broader 
food groups, including fruit and vegetables, meat, and 
dairy-based products, rather than specific foods. One 
study attributed improved food quality to the provision 
of more funding through Stores Licensing for better store 
infrastructure, such as refrigerators [37]. Whilst there 
were positive remarks about Stores Licencing impact-
ing food quality, the Australian National Audit Office 
(ANAO) audit highlighted that there is unreliable objec-
tive performance data to confidently make accurate 
assessments [34]. In most evaluations, there was discrep-
ancy in responses of whether food quality had improved 
with the legislation [33, 35, 37, 40, 41]. For example, 
survey data revealed that 56% of Government Business 
Managers found no change to the quality of fruits and 
vegetables, whilst 30% reported increased quality [35]. 
Community consultation in one evaluation expressed 
criticism about some stores selling stock beyond its use-
by date [33].

Promotion and availability of healthy food and drink
Four evaluations reported improvements in the range 
and promotion of healthy foods in community stores 
[34, 36–38]. Participants commented on having access 
to a greater availability of fruits and vegetables in stores 
since the introduction of Store Licensing. Additionally, 
store assessment data relating to the Acts’ assessable 
matters from two time periods indicated a good range 
of meat, fruit, and vegetables in 90% of stores, which 
was higher than the previous assessment period [37]. 
Despite indicating improvements, the assessment cri-
teria changed between assessment periods, and thus 
cannot be directly compared. Mixed responses were 
reported in four evaluations regarding food availability 
[33, 35, 40, 41]. One hundred percent of respondents to 
a community survey in Wugularr and Kalano expressed 
no increase in ‘good food’ at their store, whilst 95% at 

Barunga felt there had been improvements [41]. Inter-
views with government representatives and community 
stakeholders offered the perspective that an increased 
range of healthy foods may be ineffective in the longer 
term if not accompanied by behavioural nutrition strat-
egies [34]. Most notably, high food cost was reported 
as a limitation to food accessibility by stakeholders in 
many communities [33, 35–37, 40, 41].

Financial structures
Improvements to financial structures were described 
in two evaluations [36, 39]. Increased store profits were 
noted by store staff in the Hermannsburg community 
stores [36]. However, it is unknown if this is due to 
increased prices, the introduction of Income Managed 
funds, or Stores Licensing [36]. Conversely, one report 
found the Kalano community store to be experiencing 
financial difficulties, with store turnover described as 
decreasing from $16,000 to $4,000 per week [41]. The 
removal of the book-up system under the NTER leg-
islation and financial transparency requirements were 
positively remarked on by stakeholders, community 
members and the store committee for one study [37]. 
However, quantitative data from store assessments in 
this study found a significant amount of stores were 
below the recommended gross profit ratio (Tables  3 
and 4) [37].

Retail practices
Four evaluations reported enhancements to retail prac-
tices since Stores Licensing [34, 37–39]. Improvements 
were outlined in areas such as store cleanliness, envi-
ronment (including the provision of price labelling and 
shelving) and management practices. There was con-
sensus that community stores are run similarly to a 
store in a non-remote area since Stores Licensing, with 
more structured aisles and shelving for better display of 
stock. Funding for the point-of-sale system was found 
to be beneficial, allowing for smoother transactions and 
processing of Income Managed funds [34]. It was also 
reported that management practices had improved with 
the legislation through attracting more well-intentioned 
managers and driving away those with substandard prac-
tices [39]. One report described poor retail practices 
since Stores Licensing [41]. Interviews with the Barunga 
store manager highlighted that staff were under greater 
pressure to keep up with the increased demands [41].

Governance
Most evaluations reported ongoing issues related to the 
governance of community stores [33, 34, 36–38, 40]. 
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Concerns were raised in three reports about the future 
role of the store committee [33, 37, 38]. It was found 
that in some stores there were no clearly defined roles 
between management and the store committee, which in 
some cases led to dominance of the store manager [33, 37, 
38]. Issues were also highlighted in relation to inconsist-
ent assessment and monitoring. The ANAO evaluation 
found that only two-thirds of the required monitoring 
visits occurred, highlighting a discordance in the quality 
of assessment of the Act [34]. Conversely, positive exam-
ples of governance were presented in one evaluation, with 
some stores collaborating with retail consultants and hav-
ing highly engaged store committees [37].

Enablers and barriers
Based on thematic analysis, four predominant themes 
were identified in relation to the barriers and enablers of 
Stores Licensing meeting its aims and goals. The major 
theme identified as an enabler was reliable manage-
ment of stores. Three themes were generated as barriers, 
including governance (such as fear of Government tak-
ing over stores), less benefit to perceived high performing 
stores, and high food cost (Fig. 2).

Enablers
Reliable Management
A key enabler to Stores Licensing was change of store 
management. It appeared that many of the reported 

positive outcomes of the initiative (increased stock, 
improved store layout) were attributed to the intro-
duction of new store managers who facilitated these 
modifications in line with the legislation requirements. 
Additionally, appointing Outback Stores to operate 
selected stores was seen as a positive shift for some com-
munity members. Changing to this management struc-
ture for selected stores was described as improving the 
provision of stock and assisted stores in their eligibility 
to facilitate Income Management. Furthermore, manag-
ers that were described as having skilled practices were 
viewed as operating more efficient and successful com-
munity stores.

“The store is currently in transition to Outback 
Stores. Already there has been a massive increase in 
the number of items for sale on the shelves from 210 
to 700 items.” [36] (Government Business Manager)

“The new managers are transparent. Their pricing 
policy is consistent because there is a certain level of 
mark-up across the store. The previous manager was 
selling some stock under-priced.” [36] (Government 
Business Manager)

It was also highlighted that the assessment process 
of Stores Licensing further contributed to robust man-
agement practices. Under the licensing legislation, 
the assessable matters, including the character and 

Fig. 2  Coding Tree of Perceived Barriers and Enablers to the Stores Licensing Scheme
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capabilities of the manager, provide incentive for store 
managers to adhere to these requirements.

“Licensing has been a good thing because you can’t 
get bad shopkeepers who just want to make money 
and don’t care about the quality.” [38] (Community 
Member)

Barriers
High food cost
The high cost of food in community stores was a strong 
theme that was identified. In community consultation, 
it was often described that prices remained too high 
even with Stores Licensing, or no beneficial changes to 
the price of food had been observed. This meant that 
for many community members, healthy food was still 
too expensive and unaffordable at community stores. 
This was a key discussion point across multiple evalu-
ations, suggesting that in many communities making 
food more affordable may have been an expectation of 
the initiative in supporting food security, despite it not 
being an objective of the legislation. Despite the reported 
improvements to the provision of more variety and stock 
in stores, for many it was implied that this had no great 
impact due to the lack of financial accessibility. A consist-
ent recommendation described in the data was a call to 
the Australian Government to consider subsidising food 
in community stores.

“Food is too expensive, especially meat and vegeta-
bles. Community members are doing shopping in 
other places but many people have no vehicle to shop 
elsewhere.” [33] (Community Stakeholder)

Governance
A barrier to Stores Licensing was governance structures 
that lacked opportunity for input from the community 
in the decision-making of stores. Common to the data 
was a sense by community members of reduced commu-
nity ownership and involvement in the operation of the 
stores. This was often associated with a new store man-
agement structure, or roles and interactions between 
management and the store committee that were not well 
defined. This appeared to leave community members 
feeling disconnected to the store and in some cases fear-
ful of the government taking over the store.

“We don’t have much say on what happens at the 
store since the Shire took over…The elders were the 
ones who signed up and built that store and now 
they don’t know what’s going on.” [33] (Community 
Stakeholder)
“In several of the site visits, community members 
talked about the governance of the store happening 

behind closed doors, with limited awareness among 
community members that they could have an influ-
ence on the operation of the store.” [37] (Direct quote 
from text)

Additionally, a lack of capacity building in relation to 
Indigenous employment was described. This appears to 
have further contributed to the disconnect between com-
munity members and reduced the support for the Stores 
Licensing legislation.

“We want training for Indigenous people to work in 
the store in finance and stock take. We don’t see our 
workers doing stock take, only the white workers.” 
[33] (Community Stakeholder)

Less benefit to perceived high performing stores
In certain instances where stores were perceived to be 
performing well, it was reported that there was less to 
gain from Stores Licensing, therefore reducing the poten-
tial for impact on these stores. This was particularly evi-
dent for stores that were managed by Outback Stores 
and The Arnhem Land Progress Aboriginal Corporation 
(ALPA). It was described that stores under these man-
agement structures already had guiding policies related 
to promoting food security, similar to those of the Acts. 
Beyond these organisations, stores that were previ-
ously operated by skilled managers also did not see great 
impact with Stores Licensing.

“Overall it was felt that for ALPA and Outback 
Stores, the quality of retail management had not 
been impacted by stores licensing, because these 
stores have clear policies and procedures that 
encourage good retail management processes.” [37] 
(Direct quote from text)

Discussion
This review aimed to examine evaluations of Stores 
Licensing under the NTER and SFNT Acts in remote 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities of 
the NT. Our focus was to understand the reported out-
comes, barriers, and enablers to Stores Licensing in 
the context of food security. Data suggest that broadly 
Stores Licensing contributed to improved food security 
outcomes in community stores, despite some differ-
ences in reported outcomes across the evaluations. The 
barriers identified through this meta-evaluation offer 
insights to inform areas of improvement for the next 
iteration under the NT Government and in the National 
Strategy for Food Security in Remote First Nations 
Communities [25].
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Policy Implications
Food subsidy
Evaluations consistently reported the high cost of food 
in remote stores as an ongoing barrier to attaining food 
security. Despite this reporting, Stores Licensing did 
not have legislative rights to regulate food price in com-
munity stores. The ‘assessable matters’ of the NTER and 
‘food security matters’ under the SFNT Act focussed 
on other food security measures as outlined in the Acts 
[17, 23]. The high cost of food in remote communities 
has previously been documented, including in the most 
recent SFNT Sunset Review (2022) and the 2020 parlia-
mentary inquiry into food pricing and food security in 
remote Indigenous communities [13, 42, 43]. The inquiry 
highlights the unique retail landscape of remote com-
munity stores compared to that of the broader Austral-
ian grocery markets. Given their small scale and lack of 
market competition, community stores are subject to less 
buying power with wholesalers [43], and can therefore 
not offer prices similar to urban supermarkets. The high 
cost of food in remote stores compared to district super-
markets is reinforced in the 2021 Northern Territory 
Market Basket Survey [44]. According to the report, the 
average cost of a ‘healthy food basket’ in remote stores 
was 52% higher than that of district centre supermarkets. 
Since 2006, the average cost of a healthy food basket in 
remote stores has progressively increased and been above 
the projected cost as per the Consumer Price Indexation 
[44]. This emphasises the persistent upward trajectory of 
food price in remote community stores, irrespective of 
inflation, and highlights the price discrepancy between 
remote and urban settings. There are also logistical chal-
lenges that drive food cost in remote settings [11]. Vast 
distances between freight centres and community stores 
drive high retail prices. Remote communities are also 
more exposed to seasonal changes, particularly during 
the wet season in the NT, which often leads to road dis-
ruptions and closures [45]. These factors have a direct 
impact on not only food price, but also the quality of 
food. This may explain the discrepancy in reported out-
comes for food quality in some community stores, and 
why improvements in food quality may be beyond the 
capacity of Stores Licensing alone.

Some community stores including those owned or 
operated under organisations such as ALPA and Outback 
Stores have implemented their own food pricing poli-
cies to promote healthier food purchases. However, these 
policies alone have also not been enough to overcome the 
high cost of food [46–48]. As stated in the Food and Agri-
culture Organisation’s definition of food security, ‘eco-
nomic access’ to food is a fundamental pillar [49]. Despite 
challenges precipitated by the geographic landscape and 
unique market environment, our findings reinforce the 

ongoing issue of food price and suggest that disregarding 
this in the NTER and SFNT Act was perhaps a missed 
opportunity in addressing one of the key determinants of 
food security. Overlooking this determinant has poten-
tial to further perpetuate the health and wellbeing gap 
between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples 
living in remote communities and non-Indigenous peo-
ples. As evident in our results, many stores are calling to 
government to consider a food subsidy to help ease the 
challenges of attaining food security in remote settings. 
The Nutrition North Canada (NNC) is a program imple-
mented by the Canadian government that aims to make 
healthy food and essential items accessible and afford-
able for Northern communities whereby many Indig-
enous populations reside. Part of this program includes 
a food subsidy for a subset of eligible nutritious foods, 
with a greater subsidy provided to the most nutritious, 
perishable foods. The implementation of this initiative in 
Canada highlights their governments’ prioritisation and 
commitment to attaining food security, particularly for 
priority populations within their nation [50]. Similarly, 
the Queensland Government has recently demonstrated 
their commitment to addressing the high cost of freight 
to remote areas and subsequently the impact this has 
on consumers by introducing a Remote Communities 
Freight Assistance Scheme. The Scheme aims to reduce 
freight costs and thus the overall price of eligible essen-
tial goods sold in remote communities [51]. In response 
to the 2020 Parliamentary Food Security Inquiry [43], the 
Australian Government has supported the recommenda-
tion for the development of a food security strategy and 
have since outlined this as a priority action in the 2023 
Closing the Gap Implementation Plan [25, 52]. Govern-
ment policy must include a food subsidy in remote com-
munities to positively influence food security outcomes 
in addition to promised investment in improved road and 
utility infrastructure as indicated in the Australian Gov-
ernment response to the recommendations made by the 
Parliamentary Inquiry into food pricing and food secu-
rity in remote Indigenous communities [52]. Continuing 
to ignore the issue of food affordability for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people in remote Australia 
will continue to impede attainment of the Close the Gap 
outcomes.

Individualised measures to improve standards
The data suggest that Stores Licensing has improved the 
standard of management and retail operations of previ-
ously perceived low performing stores. Whilst the Stores 
Licensing legislation outlined requirements in relation to 
stock management, store layout, and store environment 
[17, 23], it was implied in the data that much of the suc-
cess and adherence to these measures was determined by 
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the manager of the store. This is likely attributed to the 
legislation assessment of the store manager ‘character.’ 
This finding is supported in an inquiry to the Australian 
Government where it was described that the attitudes 
of the store manager play a significant role in determin-
ing quality, pricing, and supply of goods stocked in the 
store [13]. Long before the introduction of Stores Licens-
ing, similar patterns had been documented [53]. One 
study in the 1990s associated greater nutritional intake 
in Aboriginal communities with a store manager com-
mitted and interested in Aboriginal health [53]. A recent 
evaluation of a remote store health initiative also found 
a strong sense of social purpose of store managers and 
business owners to underpin commitment of a store 
organisation to health improvement [54]. Thus, moni-
toring this aspect of community stores can be seen as a 
strength of the legislation and reduces the likelihood of 
poor management practices occurring.

However, our meta-evaluation suggests that there was 
little benefit from Stores Licensing for stores perceived 
as already operating at a satisfactory level. Given the 
profound influence that managers can have on the suc-
cessful operation of a store, those who were operating 
with integrity and skilled practices prior to the legis-
lation were perceived as already meeting the ‘measur-
able’ elements of the scheme. This may explain the little 
or no change to the operations of some community 
stores observed in our results. In this review, this was 
particularly relevant for stores operating under Out-
back Stores. The overarching nutrition purpose guid-
ing Outback Stores operations is “to ensure nutritious, 
affordable and quality food supply” [55]. With strong 
foundational policies, it is reasonable to deduce that 
for Outback Stores the measurable elements for man-
agement and retail practices had little incentive or obli-
gation to change the current processes. Whilst this is 
not a criticism of Stores Licensing, it does suggest that 
despite the scheme’s objective of improving food secu-
rity, it is perhaps more pitched at bringing stores up to 
a baseline standard, rather than widespread improve-
ment. As reflected in the revised SFNT Act, the risk-
based approach to assessment (a scoring system where 
stores deemed as higher risk are monitored more fre-
quently) further illustrates the scheme targeting stores 
that are less likely up to standard. Future iterations of 
Stores Licensing may benefit from measures that take a 
targeted approach based on the unique circumstances 
of the community store to incentivise all stores and lift 
the benchmark for higher performing stores.

Governance training
Our meta-evaluation revealed an inconsistency in com-
munication and decision making of store operations 

between management, the store committee and commu-
nity. Issues related to governance of community stores 
has previously been documented as an area for improve-
ment [13, 42, 43]. In 2016 a tailored program to encour-
age capacity building in remote community stores was 
established by the Office of the Registrar of Indigenous 
Corporations in conjunction with the National Indig-
enous Australians Agency and the NT Government [43]. 
However, this program ceased in 2018 due to a decreased 
demand, and now only a ‘basic, entry level’ governance 
training is offered. There has been discussion around 
the difficulties of ongoing governance training for Store 
Committee members due to the perceived complexity of 
governance training and language barriers [43]. The Store 
Committee are directly responsible for the business oper-
ations of the store and also represent their community. 
Committee members are usually Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander community members and leaders, speak-
ing a number of languages with a range of differing skill 
levels and with in-depth insight in to their community 
[13]. This may suggest that the current governance train-
ing structures are insufficient in supporting skill devel-
opment and indeed may lead to the perceived unequal 
governance hierarchy described in some stores. Capacity 
building is defined by the United Nations as “strengthen-
ing the skills, instincts, abilities, processes and resources 
that…communities need to survive, adapt, and thrive in 
a fast-changing world” [56]. This is an integral compo-
nent in policy development and commitment to Closing 
the Gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Aus-
tralians. Therefore, future iterations of Stores Licensing 
should consider a more rigorous approach to governance 
training with a tailored, culturally safe approach and one 
that truly recognises the committee as the decision-mak-
ing authority for their store. This may act as the catalyst 
to increasing employment opportunities for Indigenous 
Peoples and encourage more transparency in the opera-
tions of the store.

Australia has been supporting the United Nations Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous People since 2009 
that calls for Indigenous Peoples right to have control 
and input into policies that impact their lives [57]. Whilst 
the Australian Government has adopted various poli-
cies aimed at addressing social determinants impacting 
many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, there 
has been criticism for the absence of self-determination 
principles and effective participation of Indigenous Peo-
ples within such policies and implementation plans [58]. 
This is of significance given that most of the evaluations 
in this study were commissioned by the Australian Gov-
ernment. The quality and approach to an evaluation 
has potential to be greatly influenced by the commis-
sioning body which is incoherent to both national and 
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international policy recommendations [59].  For Indig-
enous programs to align with international self-determi-
nation principles and national Closing the Gap strategies, 
it is particularly important that Indigenous leadership 
is engaged in the commissioning, design, interpretation 
and development of an evaluation to accurately capture 
the lived experiences and aspirations of those impacted 
by the program and ensure culturally sensitive practices 
that centre Indigenous knowledges [59]. In future evalua-
tions of Stores Licensing, greater transparency is needed 
regarding commissioning protocols to strengthen the 
quality, and subsequently the impact that evaluations 
have on remote communities. A national Indigenous 
Evaluation Strategy has recently been developed to guide 
the commissioning of Indigenous evaluations [60]. There 
is great opportunity for such Indigenous led protocols 
and evaluations to provide insight for other global Indig-
enous communities in high income countries to imple-
ment strategies and strengthen policies impacting these 
communities.

Strengths and limitations
Results should be interpreted with caution with six of 
our included studies evaluating Stores Licensing under 
the NTER legislation, and only three under the SFNT 
Act. Despite the latter being the most recent form of leg-
islation, our findings may be more relatable to the out-
comes of the first iteration of Stores Licensing under 
the NTER Act. This is not a reflection of our sampling 
strategy per se, but rather the actual number of for-
mal evaluations for this program. In addition, the data 
used in this review is grey literature and thus were not 
peer reviewed. Other food security initiatives were also 
implemented in conjunction to Stores Licensing, includ-
ing the establishment of Outback Stores. The Aboriginals 
Benefit Account (now known as the Northern Territory 
Aboriginal Investment Corporation), Storebiz Program, 
and Income Management Scheme are programs that may 
have contributed to the food security outcomes captured 
in our review. Participants of the evaluations may have 
inadvertently reported on outcomes related to such pro-
grams. Therefore, our findings cannot be entirely attrib-
uted to Stores Licensing. Although the author group 
hold extensive experience and regularly met to answer 
questions and discuss the methodology, data extraction 
was carried out by one author for this review. Duplicate 
quality evaluation and coding was conducted for three 
studies with the remainder completed by a single author. 
Despite this, the research team were confident with the 
analysis after triangulating three duplicate quality evalu-
ations, and any discrepancies that couldn’t be resolved 
were taken to the senior author. Finally, future meta-eval-
uations with an Indigenous focus could be strengthened 

through utilisation of a quality assessment tool that fur-
ther captures the methodologies of the evaluations in the 
context of Indigenous values. The quality evaluation tool 
utilised in this review did not take this into consideration. 
The Centre of Research Excellence in Aboriginal Chronic 
Disease Knowledge Translation and Exchange Quality 
Appraisal Tool may be more suitable for future meta-
evaluations [61].

A key strength of this review is the experience of the 
author group in the context of remote Indigenous com-
munities in the NT and food security. One author was 
a final year Master of Dietetic Student, and the remain-
der of the author group hold extensive knowledge and 
research experience on this topic, ranging from several to 
over 30 years. One author is Aboriginal and an accepted 
member of the Larrakia and Wadjigan People groups in 
the NT with experience applying Indigenous research 
methodologies. The remaining authors are non-Indige-
nous but hold vast experience as a research team living 
and working with remote communities and remote com-
munity stores in both Australia and abroad. Another 
strength is the robust search strategy utilised for this 
review. We utilised a three-step search process includ-
ing databases, google, and contacting experts in the 
field to ensure all formal evaluations were captured for 
this meta-analysis. Finally, for the qualitative analysis an 
inductive approach was adopted, which allowed the data 
to guide our analysis.

Conclusion
This meta-evaluation provides insight into the out-
comes, barriers, and enablers of Stores Licensing under 
the NTER and SFNT Act. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples face greater food insecurity in remote 
communities of the NT compared to the wider Austral-
ian population. Broadly, this review suggests that Stores 
Licensing promotes greater food security in remote Abo-
riginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. However, 
discrepancy in outcomes amongst evaluations was iden-
tified and other government programs and initiatives ran 
alongside Stores Licensing. The Closing the Gap agree-
ment indicates the necessity for Indigenous-related pol-
icy to be designed with cultural sensitivity in such a way 
that empowers Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders to 
have agency over their lives. Our findings suggest that 
to support remote Indigenous communities in achiev-
ing food security, future iterations of Stores Licensing 
should take into consideration policy to subsidise healthy 
food, measures to incentivise all stores to improve their 
standard, and governance training for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander store committees and management 
enabling self-determination in policy-making for remote 
stores.
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