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THE letters began to arrive as soon as Maggie Beer an-
nounced her intention to do something about the stan-
dard of food in Australia’s aged-care homes.

What began as a trickle became a steady flow of
thanks, much of it from the families of elderly Australians
desperately unhappy at seeing their loved ones exist on
meals of tinned soup, tasteless pre-frozen vegetables and
supermarket sausage rolls.

In one letter, a woman tells Beer of her horror at learn-
ing residents at an aged-care home were fed a single party
pie and a quarter of a buttered slice of bread for dinner;
another correspondent, so disgusted by the meals dished
up to her elderly parents, is now volunteering in the
kitchen and begs Beer for advice on how to make things 
better.

Unrealistically low budgets, restrictive food safety
regulations and overstretched staff have left many eld-
erly Australians leading a Dickensian existence, but one
in which the phrase “Please sir, I want some more” is rare-
ly heard around the dinner table.

Being named Senior Australian of the Year in 2010
prompted television cook and entrepreneur Beer to do
something about it.

“Every single person has a mum and dad they love and
many of them are going through this, or have been
through this,” Beer says, recalling her own guilt at the de-
pressing conditions an aged aunt experienced in a care
home more than two decades ago.

The 69-year-old Barossa Valley-based food identity
has called on industry friends, including The Cook and the
Chef co-star Simon Bryant and food doyenne Stephanie
Alexander, plus nutritional experts and aged-care lead-
ers, to join her crusade. In April, she launched the Maggie
Beer Foundation — A Good Food Life For All — to for-
malise the commitment, assembling a heavyweight
board of executives from the worlds of aged care, aca-
deme and commerce, to apply their knowledge and influ-
ence to what she knows will be an enormous task ahead. 

Through the foundation, Beer hopes to benchmark
best practice across Australia and gather worldwide
research into aged care to develop a framework for
homes to provide flavoursome, nutritious meals that fos-
ter an enjoyment of food — something she believes will
have wider implications for the nation’s health budget.

One of the biggest complaints about aged-care food,
she has found, is that it is “nothing like home-cooked”.
Beer despairs of reports that some facilities in Britain use 
“scent clocks” to dispense fake mealtime smells in the ab-
sence of identifiable food aromas emanating from blast-
chilled, reheated meals.

“It’s terrible,” she says, “There’s a lot of research about
the memory of smell being so evocative and important.”

Beer’s vision of the ideal aged-care facility is one that
has a kitchen garden, an atmospheric and convivial din-
ing room that encourages conversation and where the
food is freshly prepared from seasonal produce. “Low-
fat” products would be off the menu, given the greater nu-
tritional needs of the aged.

Beer is working closely with Brisbane-based dietitian
Cherie Hugo, who consults to more than 15 residential
aged-care facilities in Queensland and NSW. Hugo’s The
Lantern Project has undertaken a pilot study to demon-
strate that poor nutrition directly increases the risk of
pressure wounds, falls, mental health issues and hospital
admission rates among the aged. Hugo claims that up to
80 per cent more of those in Australian residential aged-
care facilities than in acute hospitals and community set-
tings are malnourished and that “inappropriate food
budgets, set by people who do not understand the impact 

these choices have on health outcomes, are part of the
problem”. Recent figures show the average spend on food
costs in aged-care residential facilities is $9.07 a person a
day, a figure that includes not just consumables, but the
cost of cutlery, crockery and supplements. Actual food
costs could be a fraction of that. “Our goal is to demon-
strate to aged-care facilities that focusing more on good 
food and the dining experience will actually save (them)
and the government money while improving the resi-
dents’ quality of life,” Hugo says.

Hugo’s quantitative research is pivotal, Beer believes,
to her foundation’s aim of changing the budget-comes-
first mentality in many care homes and to influencing
government policy surrounding funding, and the easing

of restrictive health and safety regulations that limit food
choices and can vary across states. Beer cites overzealous
regulations in which a fear of salmonella poisoning
means some homes can keep chickens, but cannot let res-
idents eat the freshly laid eggs; where eggs are used, they
must be poached for 17 minutes at 62 degrees, which
prompted aged-care leader Stephen Judd of Hammond-
Care to publicly state, “That’s not a poached egg, that’s
kiln-fired organic pottery.”

“(Our work will be about) seeing an issue and finding a
solution,” says Beer. “Everything about aged care, be-
cause we are dealing with vulnerable people, has to be 
thought of in terms of how do we protect them, but
there’s a difference between protecting them and stop-
ping them eating real food.”

Beer has chosen as her mentor long-time friend Alex-
ander, whose Kitchen Garden Foundation — established
in response to escalating obesity and diabetes in Austra-
lia — has revolutionised food education at primary
school level by instilling in children the importance of
eating healthy, home-grown seasonal produce and
understanding the provenance of what they eat.

“Stephanie and I made the comment that we are
working from the cradle to the grave,” jokes Beer. “I 
think, ‘If only I could do (for the aged) what she has done 
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‘There’s a difference between 
protecting them and stopping
them eating real food’

MAGGIE BEER

Maggie Beer has launched an 
ambitious campaign to improve 
the meals served to our elderly 

FROM THE EDITOR
I AM ashamed to admit it, but I only truly jumped on 
the Maggie Beer bandwagon after tasting her Burnt 
Fig, Honeycomb & Caramel Ice Cream. I’ve been a big 
fan ever since and include a tub or two, like some people do bottles of 
champagne, in all my important life celebrations. After reading 
Michelle Rowe’s story (this page) on Maggie’s crusade to improve the 
flavours and nutrition of food served to our elderly — the frail and, 
sadly, sometimes forgotten who populate our nursing homes — I find 
myself elevated to a new level of admiration for Beer. What a 
worthwhile cause. Who among us can say we have visited one of 
these aged-care facilities and felt entirely comfortable with the meals 
being dished up? Now we hear that some homes could be spending as 
little as a few dollars a day per person on food. Maggie says this isn’t 
good enough, and she is offering to lead the charge. I predict she will 
find even more support for this mission than the cult following she 
has for her Fig, Honeycomb & Caramel Ice Cream. Serendipitously, 
we have another story this week that touches on the loss of identity 
through ageing. Ruth Ostrow (p16) writes about the moment towards 
the end of a person’s life when they must say goodbye to a lifetime of 
possessions to move into care. If we their family can’t change the 
outcome, we can at least slow down enough to allow for some dignity. 

JENNIFER CAMPBELL, ACTING EDITOR

To find our arts and entertainment listings, the 
crosswords and puzzles, Brain Trainers, Mind 
Games Quiz, plus our chess and bridge 
columns, please turn to Review P28-31
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SO, we went to the farm. We saw the pigs. One sow was 
about to deliver, which excited the girls. We chopped 
flesh and fat. We mixed it with salt and other stuff, such 
has chilli and fennel. We pushed it into mincers and 
then a sausage stuffier and made salami. Lots of salami. 

About 70 of us showed up on an ordinary sort of
June day to Jonai Farm, Eganstown, home to local 
evangelists for ethical animal husbandry and 
preservation of rare breeds for the purpose of producing 
trustworthy food, Tammi and Stuart Jonas. It was fun, 
instructive and convivial. I drank a little red wine with 
the excellent buffet lunch, which may explain how it 
came to pass that I arrived home with an 11kg leg of 
fresh pork (Large Black) on my shoulder that is now in 
the process of turning itself, very slowly, into Prosciutto 
di Hepburn. 

The point of all this is in the first sentence. We went
to the farm. In the words of specialist produce 
distributors Feather & Bone, a Sydney-based business 
devoted to produce with provenance, “a farm either 
exists or it doesn’t”. They continue: “Beware of 
restaurants or retailers claiming they’re selling you 
‘sustainable’ or ‘organic’ food.” To this I can only add 
my own voice. Heavy words are so lightly thrown. “If 
they’re genuine, they should be able to substantiate the 
claim and tell you the name and location of the farm on 
which it was produced and who sold it to them. That 
way, you can always verify the claim if you choose to 
follow up.” Are you thinking what I’m thinking B2? 
Portlandia. “Is It Local?” But this is serious, not West 
Coast US locavore satire. “And if you do follow up and 
the farmer doesn’t welcome your visit or suggests you 
might bring unwanted germs or diseases onto the farm 

then you can be sure that this is an intensive operation 
and any claims about ‘free range’, ‘pasture raised’ or 
‘organic’ are very likely hogwash. In our experience, a 
genuine, sustainably run farm is safe for anyone to visit 
and the farmers are always very enthusiastic about 
showing visitors around.” Jonai is that kind of farm.

But branding food has its responsibilities. With the
escalation of interest in — and education relating to — 
food in this country comes greater opportunity to sell 
small-scale, niche products, the result of non-
commercial, slow, traditional agriculture or value 
adding. “Wild”, “rare breed”, “line-caught” 
yadayadayada … It’s all real good until it turns out it’s 
not real at all. It’s so easy to throw in expressions such as 
“free range” or “organic”.

The folks from the Australian Competition & 
Consumer Commission had a field day with food 
producers/vendors in June and all of it was about the 
halo effect conferred by feel-good descriptors that 
turned out to be lies. First came the very public outing of 
Saskia Beer’s Barossa Farm Produce company that 
turned out to be selling smallgoods under its The Black 
Pig brand with claims about free range and rare breed 
pigs. Only problem was that for more than two years it 
turned out the pork wasn’t what it claimed to be. 

The following week, the ACCC took down Coles for
its “Freshly Baked” and “Baked Today” claims on par-
baked bread products. Then it pointed out that a mob 
selling honey imported from Turkey could not sell it as 
“Victorian Honey”. This has cost a company called 
Basfoods (Aust) Pty Ltd more than $30,000 in penalties.

Yes, “local” is worth almost as much as “organic” in
foodie marketing, so why not? As the Feather & Bone 
folks say: “Mislabeling of food in shops and restaurants 
is rife ... Every cent you spend with people who can 
demonstrate their trustworthiness contributes to 
building a better, more transparent and sustainable 
food production system.” Here endeth the lesson.

lethleanj@theaustralian.com.au

Real good, unless 
it’s not real at all

(for children).’ It’s been a 10-year journey for her but she’s
managed to get it into government policy, and that is the
ultimate (achievement).”

Beer has already embarked on her first task: immers-
ing herself in the operations of three “test case” aged-care
homes in South Australia, identifying what they are
doing well, and offering encouragement and advice on
mealtime improvements. The work is being documented
by Flinders University.

She believes encouragement, not naming and sham-
ing, is the key to achieving broad support for change,
which must begin at the top. “Yes, there is some bad stuff
happening (in Australian care homes), but there is also a
lot of good stuff, and if you can share these good things
then you’ve got a starting point to work with,” she says.

“(Cooks in care homes) work with all their heart but
you need people to bounce (ideas) off in life and these
cooks are so busy that they rarely have the excitement of 
outside influences.”

Beer hopes to introduce awards for excellence to cele-
brate those facilities setting high culinary standards; and
to develop stronger, specialised accreditation for aged-
care cooks. “They can’t be the lowest-paid workers, and 
we have to give them the chance to develop their skills so
they can give more, and they deserve more,” says Beer.

All evidence points to Beer’s efforts coming at just the
right time. Australia’s ageing population means the bur-
den on infrastructure will increase in coming decades. It
is to be expected baby boomers and future generations,
who have considerably higher culinary expectations
than those now in aged-care, won’t stand for meals of 
unidentifiable grey sludge and minced meat on toast.

“When the baby boomers come, the industry knows it
has to change substantially,” says Beer, who adds that the
aged-care “conversation” is getting louder, with forward-
thinking nations paying greater attention to the needs of
their ageing populations, from building design to the
interconnecting of generations.

“Life is about timing and I think that once you start to
put the word out you hear about other people doing 
amazing things and you pull them into your net or you go
into theirs.”

Beer’s “think tank” also includes HammondCare
executive chef Peter Morgan-Jones, whose move from a
high-flying restaurant career to revitalising the food at
the group’s residential facilities has had a ripple effect
across the industry. Morgan-Jones last week released a
groundbreaking cookbook — Don’t Give Me Eggs That 

Bounce — aimed at Alzhei-
mer’s patients and their car-
ers, and will embark on a road
trip to share his research and
ideas. Beer’s television col-
league Bryant, meanwhile,
proved the issue is resonat-
ing with a wider audience
when sessions devoted to
aged-care cooking sold
out at his recent Tasting
Australia food festival in
Adelaide.

“If you have a bad ex-
perience at a three-hatted
restaurant and you drive
home in your BMW and feel a little disap-
pointed, it’s not a major issue,” says Bryant. “But for peo-
ple in aged care, where the meal period is so important, it
can be a deal breaker. We wanted to look at all angles (of
the debate). And to show that with just a couple of dollars
more (spent on food), the results can be amazing.”

“There are all these great minds doing such great
stuff,” says Beer. “I am just a cook and for me the greatest
challenge is to determine what I can do first, what I can do
quickly that will make a difference and give the impetus
to others. That is the burning question.”

maggiebeerfoundation.org.au
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as ‘organic’ in foodie marketing,
so why not? 

JOHN 
LETHLEAN

PERSONAL OZ
IN THE AUSTRALIAN
HOW HOTELS ARE 
REINVENTING PUBLIC SPACES

EVERY
TUESDAY

MAGGIE’S SUGGESTED WINTER MENU 

‘Local’ is worth almost as much 
as ‘organic’ in foodie marketing,
so why not? 

EVERY
TUESDAY

STARTER
Minestrone soup based on freshly made chicken 
stock, fresh vegetables and white beans

MAIN
Slow-cooked beef shin with roasted beetroot, 
pumpkin puree and spinach. Lesser cuts are 
inexpensive and when slow-cooked become tender 
and silky, and full of flavour 

DESSERT
Baked custard, rich with cream and full-cream milk, 
with rhubarb roasted with butter and brown sugar


