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School Food Matters  
Submission to EFRA Committee: Public sector procurement of food 

 
About School Food Matters 

School Food Matters exists to teach children about food and to improve children’s access to healthy, 

sustainable food during their time at school. We provide fully funded food education programmes to 

schools.  Our experience delivering these programmes informs and strengthens our campaigns, bringing 

the voices of children, parents and teachers to government policy. 

 

Our submission to this inquiry is framed around our areas of expertise: school food and issues relating to 

children’s health and wellbeing. We have focused our response on the call for evidence on the following 

four questions, taken from the Terms of Reference: 

 

1. How effective have the current food procurement rules been at achieving environmental 

outcomes, encouraging healthy eating and supporting local suppliers, including SMEs? 

2. What impact have Defra’s 2014 Plan for Public Procurement and the Government Buying Standard 

(GBS) had, and how could they be improved?  

3. What should the Government’s priorities for future food procurement be?   

4. To what extent should the public sector be encouraged to “buy British"? (a) What are the 

advantages and disadvantages of such an approach?  

 
Q1: How effective have the current food procurement rules been at achieving environmental outcomes, 

encouraging healthy eating and supporting local suppliers, including SMEs? 

The introduction of school food standards is a great example of how healthy eating outcomes can be 

achieved through mandatory standards. Research by Newcastle University showed that: “Where standards 

have been implemented, the quality and nutritional value of food provided have improved. Emerging 

evidence shows improved overall diet and nutrient intake by school-aged children as a result.”1  

Further academic studies found clear evidence of improved nutrient intake in 11-12 year olds2, those aged 

4-73, and in secondary schools4.   

 

However, where these standards are voluntary, there appears to be a lower level of compliance and the 

potential for improvement in nutrient intake is lost.  This was seen when the new set of standards for all 

food served in schools came into force in January 2015. The standards were mandatory in all schools 

 
1School Food Standards in the UK: Implementation and evaluation: April 2013 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236195184_School_food_standards_in_the_UK_Implementation_and_evaluation 
 
2 Did School Food and Nutrient-Based Standards in England Impact on 11–12Y Olds Nutrient Intake at Lunchtime and in Total Diet? Repeat 
Cross-Sectional Study: November 2014 
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0112648 
 
3 The impact of food and nutrient-based standards on primary school children's lunch and total dietary intake: a natural experimental 
evaluation of government policy in England: October 2013 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24205190/ 
 
4 The impact of the food-based and nutrient-based standards on lunchtime food and drink provision and consumption in secondary schools 
in England: May 2013 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23663430/ 

 

 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23663430/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236195184_School_food_standards_in_the_UK_Implementation_and_evaluation
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0112648
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24205190/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23663430/
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except 3,896 academies and free schools founded between September 2010 and June 2014. Of these, only 

one third voluntarily signed up to the standards.5 

 
Q2: What impact have Defra’s 2014 Plan for Public Procurement and the Government Buying Standard 

(GBS) had, and how could they be improved?  

Evidence of positive impacts in relation to the school food standards has been discussed in Q1 but without 

effective monitoring of compliance, and evaluation of outcomes, it’s difficult to fully understand the 

impact. The Soil Association’s State of the Nation report 20196 suggests that up to 60% of secondary 

schools in England could be failing to comply with the school food standards. 

 

As an action from the Childhood Obesity Plan 2016, the Department for Education introduced the idea of a 

healthy schools rating scheme (HSRS) and a report by School Food Matters in March 2019 demonstrated 

great enthusiasm for the concept7. However, when DFE launched a beta-test of the HSRS in July 2019, it 

assumed compliance with the school food standards and no evidence was required in order to progress 

through the scheme. A further report by School Food Matters revealed that this mechanism for assessing a 

school’s commitment to healthy eating was not well-received by heads and was not considered fit for 

purpose.8 

 

Effective monitoring of compliance, and evaluation of outcomes of the school food standards is required. 

Compliance data should be published in order to raise standards, establish a level playing field for all public 

sector food providers, and ensure better value for money for the taxpayer. This will be even more 

important if/when government extends free school meal provision to all families on Universal Credit, as 

recommended by part one of the National Food Strategy (which we wholeheartedly support!). 

 
Q3: What should the Government’s priorities for future food procurement be?  

In addition to making standards mandatory for the reasons outlined in Q1, and implementing an effective 

mechanism for monitoring and evaluation outlined in Q2, we are calling for: 

 

1. Adequate funding for school meals. Schools and caterers must have adequate budgets in order to be 

able to procure good food. Universal Infant Free School Meals were introduced in September 2014 

with a budget of £2.30 per meal but this has not risen in line with inflation. In July 2020 the 

Government announced that the allowance would be increased by 4p. If the meal price had risen in 

line with inflation since 2014 the price of a meal would be £2.70-2.80. £2.34 is challenging, especially 

for small schools (fewer than 150 children) that don’t benefit from economies of scale. 

 
5 School Food Plan: Sign up to the standards: March 2016 
http://www.schoolfoodplan.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Academy-Free-School-sign-ups-31_03_16.pdf 
 
6 Soil Association: Food for Life State of the Nation 2019 
https://www.foodforlife.org.uk/~/media/files/sotn/sotn_2019.pdf 
 
7 School Food Matters: Healthy Schools Rating Scheme: A new measure of success: March 2019 
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org/sites/default/files/FINAL%20HSRS%20Report%20March%2019_0.pdf#overlay-
context=healthy-schools-rating-scheme 
 
8School Food Matters: Report on Healthy Schools Rating Scheme – Beta Test: April 2020 
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org/sites/default/files/HSRS%20Report%20FINAL.pdf#overlay-context=campaigns/healthy-
schools-rating-scheme 

 

https://www.foodforlife.org.uk/~/media/files/sotn/sotn_2019.pdf
http://www.schoolfoodplan.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Academy-Free-School-sign-ups-31_03_16.pdf
https://www.foodforlife.org.uk/~/media/files/sotn/sotn_2019.pdf
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org/sites/default/files/FINAL%20HSRS%20Report%20March%2019_0.pdf#overlay-context=healthy-schools-rating-scheme
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org/sites/default/files/FINAL%20HSRS%20Report%20March%2019_0.pdf#overlay-context=healthy-schools-rating-scheme
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org/sites/default/files/HSRS%20Report%20FINAL.pdf#overlay-context=campaigns/healthy-schools-rating-scheme
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org/sites/default/files/HSRS%20Report%20FINAL.pdf#overlay-context=campaigns/healthy-schools-rating-scheme
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• Use the forthcoming update to school food standards to introduce a plant-based day in schools.  This 

would address the need to increase children’s intake of fibre (as identified in the Childhood Obesity 

Plan) and make menus more climate friendly.9 Furthermore, as stated in our submission to the 

National Food Strategy, we would like to see a plant-based day across all public sector food contracts. 

• Improve minimum standards across the whole public sector. Improving school meal procurement is a 

vital part of the process of ensuring that school food is healthy, nutritious and climate-friendly, and 

Government can help. If all public sector contracts are linked to a quality mark, such as Food for Life 

Served Here, this will drive up standards. SFM’s campaign in LB Richmond demonstrated that 

transformation of school meals is possible when backed with an ambitious food specification.10 

• Commit to local horticulture. This is especially important for programmes such as the School Fruit and 

Vegetable Scheme which has been undermined by revelations that 70% produce is imported11. 

Mandating the use of local, seasonal, pesticide-free produce would support local growers, improve 

quality and reduce waste. 

• Remove bottled water from school food contracts. SFM is concerned by reports that students are 

purchasing bottled water at school, despite the supply of free drinking water being mandatory.12  

This is especially concerning for those entitled to FSM who are spending half their allowance on 

bottled water. We support the ambition of the GLA Child Obesity Taskforce: that no child should be 

further than 100m from free, fresh drinking water, 13 This must come with investment. Funding for 

drinking fountains and refill stations in schools would be an excellent use of money raised through the 

Sugary Drinks Industry Levy and would represent meaningful action on single use plastics. 

 
Q4: To what extent should the public sector be encouraged to “buy British"? (a) What are the advantages 

and disadvantages of such an approach?  

In addition to the commitment to local horticulture outlined in Q3, we support our campaign partners, 

Sustain and Soil Association, in their call for more high-standard British produce in public procurement in 

order to: 

• Keep sub-standard food out of public sector contracts. In order to safeguard children’s health, we 

need to go much further than just encouraging the public sector to buy British. Government must use 

the new trade deals to ban imports of foods that do not meet UK standards of production. This 

includes chlorine-washed chicken, ractopamine pork and food produced using pesticides banned in 

the UK, none of which should reach the school plate. 

 

 
9 Soil Association: Schools need plant-based day: May 2019 
https://www.soilassociation.org/news/2019/may/17/plant-based-protein-day-needed-on-school-menus/ 

 
10 School Food Matters (2014). The Richmond Campaign - Executive Summary 
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org/sites/default/files/SFM_Evaluation.pdf 

 
11 Soil Association Food for Life: State of the Nation: Children's food in England 2018. 
https://www.foodforlife.org.uk/~/media/files/policyreports/state-of-the-nation-soil-association-report.pdf 
 
12 Food Foundation (2019). Children's Future Food Inquiry. 
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Childrens-Future-Food-Inquiry-report.pdf 

 
13 London’s Child Obesity Taskforce (2019). Every child a healthy weight: Ten ambitions for London 
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/every_child_a_healthy_weight.pdf 

 

https://www.soilassociation.org/news/2019/may/17/plant-based-protein-day-needed-on-school-menus/
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org/sites/default/files/SFM_Evaluation.pdf
https://www.foodforlife.org.uk/~/media/files/policyreports/state-of-the-nation-soil-association-report.pdf
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Childrens-Future-Food-Inquiry-report.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/every_child_a_healthy_weight.pdf
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• Put money back into local economies. Every £1 spent on local food has been found to put £3 into the 

local economy.14 The ethos of the Preston model, with its focus on community wealth and local 

supply, should be applied widely to food procurement. This is more important than ever at the 

moment. A green recovery that includes food has the potential to rejuvenate local economies, and 

could prevent negative outcomes from Brexit and COVID-19.  

 

• Help to make other government aims a reality: Farmers protecting habitats and other environmental 

factors (an aim of the Agriculture Bill), fishing sustainably (the Fisheries Bill), and reducing their 

greenhouse gas footprint (Net-zero emissions target) are stated aims of the government. Buying 

British will help achieve these ambitions. 

 

• Create a more resilient supply chain. The Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology define a 

resilient food system as one that can provide continuous affordable, safe and nutritious food.15 It is 

recommend that resilience should be improved by: 

 

• Increasing diversity by using more, smaller suppliers 

• Growing and buying more food locally and nationally (shorter and more transparent supply 

chains are better for risk analysis) 

• Making our food in harmony with the environment to reduce likelihood of environmental 

shocks 

• Supporting the UK food economy and good jobs, to make communities resilient to shocks 

 

 
This response was prepared by Stephanie Slater, Founder/CEO, School Food Matters 

25 August 2020 

School Food Matters  

Charity Number 1134094 

The Bridge, 7b Parkshot, London TW9 2RD • stephanie@schoolfoodmatters.org • 020 8878 8333 

www.schoolfoodmatters.org  

 

 

 

 
14 New Economics Foundation: The benefits of procuring school meals through Food for Life Partnership: May 2011 
https://neweconomics.org/2011/05/benefits-procuring-school-meals-food-life-partnership 

 
15 Office of Science and Technology: A resilient UK food system: June 2020 
https://post.parliament.uk/research-briefings/post-pn-0626/ 

 

https://neweconomics.org/2011/05/benefits-procuring-school-meals-food-life-partnership
https://neweconomics.org/2011/05/benefits-procuring-school-meals-food-life-partnership
https://neweconomics.org/2011/05/benefits-procuring-school-meals-food-life-partnership
https://post.parliament.uk/research-briefings/post-pn-0626/

