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This is a public consultation on the recommendations of the School Meals Review Panel's report - Turning the Tables: Transforming School Food. The Panel, an independent group with members from a variety of professional backgrounds including field and academic dieticians and nutritionists; school headteachers, governors and support staff; and catering and industry professionals, were commissioned by the Secretary of State for Education and Skills to recommend tougher nutritional standards for school lunches.
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I am delighted today to be publishing the final report of the School Meals Review Panel (SMRP), which makes recommendations for new nutritional standards for school lunches in England; and a range of supporting measures.  
  
The publication of this report and the actions that will flow from it present a rare opportunity to make a real difference to a service which has suffered from years of neglect.  The scale of the challenge is huge – more than 20,000 schools; fragmented markets and delivery chains; some areas with little or no provision; an undervalued and deskilled workforce; kitchens often geared to producing fast food; and consumers who will be sensitive to change – but we must act now to reverse the decline.  And we must get it right.  

We have already made clear our commitment to transform school food and have done a great deal to deliver on that commitment.  The School Food Trust will soon be up and running, offering support to local authorities and schools.  New qualifications and training are being developed for catering staff.  And the first payments of the £220m transitional funding I announced in March have now been made to local authorities.  It is clear that now, at a local level, plans are already being made to put this money to good use in driving up the standard of school lunches.

The SMRP report is a crucial element in the drive towards better food in schools and we would welcome your views on all of its recommendations.  Please visit our consultation website at www.dfes.gov.uk/consultations to view the report and the supporting Regulatory Impact Assessment.  Alternatively, you can obtain a hard copy of the report from our publications order line on 0845 60 222 60.

Improving school lunches must be seen as part of a wider strategy for improving school food, which in turn is part of our goal to ensure every school is a ‘healthy school‘.  These school-based initiatives form an essential part of the Government’s wider public health strategies, not least to address the levels of obesity in children.  We want to improve the health and well-being of school children; and ensure their readiness to learn.  But we also want to equip them with the skills and knowledge they need to make healthy choices outside of school and throughout their lives.

We would like your views on the full range of the SMRP’s recommendations but the key issues for us include:

The standards
We firmly support the SMRP’s recommendation to introduce tough food-based standards from September 2006 and the supporting recommendation that similar relevant standards be applied to tuck shops and vending machines to the same timescale.  

The combination of food-based and nutrient-based standards represents a significant and positive change to the rules governing food in schools, not only tightening up on the types of food that should be offered but also stipulating the essential nutrients, vitamins and minerals required for a healthy school menu.   Acting on these recommendations will enable us to make rapid, effective and tangible changes to school food.

We would welcome your views on whether the combination of nutrient-based and food-based standards proposed will drive the necessary improvements in school lunches; and on how best the Government and the School Food Trust can support local authorities and schools in rising to the challenge of meeting the nutrient-based standards.
Relevant recommendations: 1 to 10

Timescales
The Government is keen to see rapid improvement and fully accepts the Panel’s view that the food-based standards should be introduced in September 2006.  The new food-based standards will mean changes to the types and frequency of the food offered in schools but we believe that these are achievable in the proposed timescale.

But we also recognise the scale of the overall challenge, and the possible risks of moving too quickly.  Getting the balance right between, on the one hand, maintaining momentum and, on the other, allowing schools and caterers to move forward at a sustainable pace is crucial.  We therefore accept the SMRP’s view that the nutrient-based standards will need to be phased in over time.  We know that some schools and caterers will need time to respond to the challenges presented by this element of the standards.

While some schools may need more time, others will already have made significant progress.  We want to ensure that this progress is maintained.  The proposed timescales of September 2008 (primary schools) and September 2009 (secondary schools) should therefore be seen as the timescale for the last schools to meet the standards, not as a target date for the majority.  We will be keeping a close eye on progress and pushing for improvements; and we expect that parents will be doing the same.

We believe that, for the majority of schools, the proposed timescales are right but would welcome your views on them.
Relevant recommendations: 5, 9 and 17

Other food
We are clear that improved food provision in schools is vital to the health and readiness to learn of our children.  However, as the Panel recognises in its report, establishing standards for food provided in a school is not the whole story.  Many children bring food into school from home or go out at lunchtime to buy food outside of school.

Food purchased by children out of school, or packed lunches brought from home, will not be covered by the new standards. However, the Panel recommends that schools should develop whole-school policies that include consideration of the impact of packed lunches and other food brought into school.  There is a range of ways that schools could ensure that food from outside school complements the drive towards healthy eating in school, including providing advice to parents on healthy lunchboxes or even imposing restrictions on pupils leaving school at lunch time.

We would welcome your views on how schools could develop whole-school policies and what has already been tried and works well.
Relevant recommendations: 4, 5, 7, 10 to 16 

Costs
The SMRP report draws on limited research to estimate the costs of implementing its recommendations, but it is clear that more money needs to be levered into the system. Our education system is highly devolved and it is right that decisions on priorities and spending are made locally.  Central Government’s role is to put in place frameworks for change and, if necessary, to provide transitional funding to support change.

We have done precisely this by putting £220m into the system over the next three years.  The first payments were made to local authorities in September and we are beginning to see an impact.  We know that change is already well underway in many schools and local authorities.  In some areas our transitional funding has added to local momentum, while in others it has kick-started serious planning for change.  Many of the schools that I visit report to me that they are making changes now and evidence shows that expenditure on school lunch ingredients is already rising.  We know too that parents are playing an increasingly influential role in decision making on school meals.

This momentum and desire for change must be sustained if we are to reverse the legacy of the history of underinvestment in school meals.  Greater priority now needs to be placed at a local level on school meals provision.  Only then will sustainable change be achieved.  We expect local authorities to lead debate about how best to fund improvements to school lunches in their area, and on the pace of change, but we anticipate the renewed focus on school meals will bring about not only greater investment, but also efficiency savings and better value for money.

We will be watching closely the levels of investment in school meals and the outcomes of that investment.  A state of the nation survey of local authorities is imminent and it is likely that DfES or the new School Food Trust will make this a regular survey in order to monitor trends.

Parents currently bear most of the costs of school lunches and have a key role to play in their improvement, not only through challenging and supporting schools and local authorities to make improvements, but also through encouraging their children to make the right choices.  The SMRP report highlights the startling finding that 8 to 16 year olds spend annually almost £550m per year, equivalent to £1.75 per child per day, on chocolate, crisps, confectionery and canned drinks on their way to and from school – money that could be directed to healthier options available in schools.

The cost of school meals is met through a combination of expenditure from local authorities, schools and parents.  We would welcome your views on the priority local authorities and schools are now giving to school meals in your experience; and on the willingness of parents to pay more for higher quality.
Relevant recommendations: 21 to 30

Please send your comments on these issues and the wider recommendations of the SMRP report by 31 December 2005.  For ease of analysis, it would be helpful if you could indicate clearly in your response the recommendations (1 to 35) relevant to the points you make.  If you wish to respond by letter please write to: 

School Meals Consultation, The Consultation Unit, Department for Education and Skills, Area 1A, Castle View House, East Lane, Runcorn, Cheshire, WA7 2GJ.

Finally, I would like to record my thanks to Suzi Leather and the other members of the SMRP for responding so well to the challenge I set them ahead of their first meeting in May.  This is now our opportunity to transform school food.  

 

RUTH KELLY


	1
	Background and Context

	1.1
	Regulations setting minimum school lunch standards were introduced in April 2001, the first for over 20 years.  It was always believed that those standards should be kept under review.  

The School Meals Review Panel was set up following a cross government commitment in the Public Health White Paper and the Healthy Living Blueprint to revise school lunch standards.  A study, commissioned by DfES and the Food Standards Agency, that looked at school lunches in secondary schools highlighted that even in schools where healthier options were offered, pupils failed to make good choices and, instead, chose foods high in salt, fat and sugar.

The Panel was asked to how best to reduce pupils’ sugar, salt and fat intake and increase consumption of fruit, vegetables and essential nutrients.  The panel was also asked to strongly consider the introduction of ‘nutrient based’ nutritional standards, recommend whether certain foodstuffs should be restricted or banned and consider relevant implementation issues.

This work is one element of an ambitious project to transform school meals, which includes:

-  Government investment of £220 million to help schools and local education authorities transform school meals;

-  New or upgraded school kitchen facilities where fresh produce can be prepared and served will be made a priority as Government rebuilds and refurbishes every secondary school by 2015. £5.5bn invested in 2005-06 rising to £6.3bn in 2007-08 to improve secondary school buildings. An extra £650 million capital for primary schools was announced in the last Spending Review for 2008-09 and 2009-10;

-  A further £15m for a School Food Trust to give independent support and advice to schools and parents to improve the standard of school meals. The Big Lottery Fund, as part of a strategic programme to promote well being, has decided to allocate up to £45 million to support healthy eating projects and initiatives for children, parents and their wider communities. The Fund will work in partnership with the voluntary sector, including the School Food Trust and schools to develop it;

-  A new VRQ, accredited by the QCA, is now available through a number of examining bodies (e.g. City & Guilds, Aset) and will help school cooks understanding of what makes a healthy meal, and importantly, how to market them to encourage young people to eat them;

-  The new Ofsted inspection framework, which will require schools to present evidence about their approach to food and healthy eating as well as the standard of school lunches. Ofsted will report on the school's success in promoting healthy eating;

- The DfES development of a dedicated ‘toolkit’ to enable parents to work with schools and the School Food Trust to improve the quality of their child’s school meal.

	2
	The Proposals

	2.1
	Please see Turning the Tables: Transforming School Food Report and appendices to see the School Meal Review Panel's recommendations.

	3
	How To Respond

	3.1
	The consultation period runs until 31 December 2005.  Responses received after that date will not be considered.  Please respond online using the e-consultation document.  Select the "Respond on-line" option at the beginning of the consultation webpage.

Alternatively, you can respond by e-mail to:  schoolmeals.consultation@dfes.gsi.gov.uk ;

or, as a written response to:

Consultation Unit (School Meals)
Area 1A
Castle View House
East Lane
Runcorn
Cheshire WA7 2GJ

Hard copies are also available on request and can be ordered from schoolmeals.consultation@dfes.gsi.gov.uk or by calling 01325 391270. 

 

 

	4
	Plans for making results public

	4.1
	Our intention is to announce the way forward for school meal standards as soon as possible in the new year.  Results of this consultation will be made public on the Department for education and Skills' consultation website : www.dfes.gov.uk/consultations 


