
A submission to the National Food Strategy  

 
School Food Matters (SFM) is a charity campaigning on school food and food 

education. Our submission is framed around our areas of expertise: school food, food 

education and issues relating to children’s health and wellbeing. 

We believe schools are in a unique position to support children and young people to develop and 

maintain positive food and nutrition habits. Each year, children spend 190 days in school and we 

believe that Government should support and encourage schools to become Healthy Zones; places 

where children’s health and wellbeing is consistently promoted through the policies and actions of 

the whole school community. To achieve this, we need a suite of Government reforms that 

complement and reinforce each other. This requires both improving procurement practices at a 

school and local authority level, and tightening relevant legislation. 

To truly support children to eat better, the School Food Standards must be made mandatory across 

all schools and Early Years settings without exception. Currently around 4,000 academies are not 

obliged to complyi, and the standards are voluntary in Early Years. Furthermore, with an estimated 

60% of secondary schools non-compliantii, we need to back up the standards with an appropriate 

mechanism for monitoring and create an engaging campaign to help schools, parents and children to 

understand the importance of eating well at school. The launch of the updated standards gives 

Government the opportunity to sweep up exempt schools and introduce mandatory reporting on 

compliance, take-up and delivery of food education. 

Thanks to the School Food Plan, cooking was added to the curriculum in 2014; however, without 

funding for basic equipment, teacher training or effective monitoring of delivery we know that 

implementation is patchyiii. Indeed, Ofsted’s own thematic review shows that only 26% of the 

primary schools sampled “offered activities such as cooking”. As the report itself states, “for 

something that is explicitly set out in the key stage 2 curriculum, the proportion of children being 

taught to cook is very low”.iv It’s time for a new stand-alone subject, Food Education, which should 

be mandatory in all schools and cover the skills needed for children and young people to keep 

themselves healthy and become informed consumers. SFM believes this change is the only way to 

foster a generation able to reject obesogenic environments and embrace healthy lifestyles. 

Government also has a role to play in supporting the most vulnerable children in society to eat well. 

The free school meal (FSM) allocation of £2.30 does not keep pace with the price of food, especially 

when healthier items are often the most expensive. Furthermore, the ‘free and cheap’ connotations 

risk increasing the stigma attached to using the allowancev. SFM recommends that: 

 allowance for FSM be reviewed to reflect current food costs 

 funding for FSM be ring-fenced and any unused allowance is carried over and not absorbed 

into school budgets 

 FSM be rebranded, in consultation with young people, perhaps to ‘School Food Allowance’ 

 the policy of Universal Infant Free School Meal is protected but revised so that small schools 

are adequately funded 

 auto-enrolment so that FSM reach the children that need them most. 



Government must also commit to the continuation of the hugely successful National School 

Breakfast Programme, funded by the Sugary Drinks Industry Levy (SDIL), which provides free 

breakfasts to children at schools in disadvantaged areas. 

We know that change does not often occur by Government decree, and transforming schools into 

Healthy Zones requires the commitment of the communities around them. Improving school meal 

procurement is a vital part of this transformation and Government can help. Ensuring contracts are 

linked to a quality mark, such as Food for Life Served Here, is a way to drive up standards. SFM’s 

campaign in LB Richmond demonstrated that transformation of school meals is possible when 

schools and parents come together to write an ambitious food specification.vi  

Procurement processes also provide an opportunity to be creative with menus. SFM commends 

schools that have introduced meat-free days with the duel benefit of improving diets and making 

menus more climate friendlyvii. We recommend a meat-free day across all public sector 

procurement. Furthermore, all Government-funded food schemes should use 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 importedviii. Mandating the use of local, 

seasonal, pesticide-freeix produce would support local growers, improve quality and reduce waste.  

If schools are to become Healthy Zones, we need to be bold on drinking water. SFM is concerned by 

reportsx that students are purchasing bottled water at school, despite the supply of free drinking 

water being mandatory. Bottled water has no place in schools. 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 waterxi. 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. 

And finally, a word about Parent Power. SFM is a charity built on parent power and we see great 

value in mobilising an army of parents to support the NFS. Let’s develop ‘Ten questions parents 

should ask about food in school’. A parent-led movement running in parallel with Government 

strategy will begin the process of grassroots monitoring, give parents a platform for important 

conversations about food and provide a rich source of lived experience to Government as it develops 

the policies that will deliver the NFS.    

i The school food standards apply to all maintained schools and academies, except academies founded between 2010-2014 
ii Food for Life (2018). State of the Nation: Children's food in England 2018 
iii Jamie Oliver Food Foundation (2017). A Report on the Food Education Learning Landscape 
iv Ofsted (2018). Obesity, healthy eating and physical activity in primary schools 
v Food Foundation (2019). Children's Future Food Inquiry 
vi School Food Matters (2014). The Richmond Campaign - Executive Summary 
vii Soil Association (2019). Schools need plant-based day. [online] 
viii Food for Life (2018). State of the Nation: Children's food in England 2018. 
ix Pesticide Action Network UK (2017). Food for Thought: Pesticide residues in the School Fruit and Vegetable Scheme 
x Food Foundation (2019). Children's Future Food Inquiry. 
xi London’s Child Obesity Taskforce (2019). Every child a healthy weight: Ten ambitions for London 

                                                             


