Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) in Scotland
Evidence to the Communities Committee of the Scottish Parliament on the Schools (Health Promotion and Nutrition) (Scotland) Bill

Key points

The Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) in Scotland:

· welcomes the progress that has been made, through the Hungry for Success approach, in improving the nutritional quality of school meals and the manner in which they are provided;

· welcomes the recognition within the Bill’s objectives that health and well- being impact on attainment, that diet has a major impact on health and that ‘poorer children rely more on school meals for nutrition and have less well established diets’;  

· supports the Bill’s objectives and the new duties and powers proposed.
However we are concerned:

· that the Bill does not go far enough in addressing the low take up of school meals generally or the low take up of free school meals;

· that the Bill does not address the major gap between the numbers of children entitled to free school meals and the numbers officially recognized as living in poverty.
· that the Bill, by re-enacting the existing rule that school lunches must be charged for unless the pupil is entitled to free school meal, creates an unnecessary barrier to local authorities developing innovative approaches to provision of free school meals (in contrast to England where the Education and Inspection Bill (2006) proposes to give local authorities the flexibility to decide whether or not to charge for school lunches).
In conclusion CPAG:

· believes that evidence, including from academic modeling and from experience in Hull, shows that the most effective way to promote take up and ensure all children benefit from the improved quality of school meals is to move toward a more universal approach to free school meal provision – in the first instance through provision of free school meals to all primary school children; 

· believes that the Bill could be substantially improved by the addition of a duty on local authorities to provide free nutritious school meals to all primary school children. 

· believes that, at the very least, the current entitlement criteria for free school meals needs to be substantially extended to reach more children in and at risk of poverty and that the barrier to local authorities developing innovative and more universal approaches to provision of free school meals be removed.
1.0 Context

1.1 CPAG welcomes the recognition within the Policy Objectives of the Bill that health and well being impact on attainment, that diet has a major impact on health and that ‘poorer children rely more on school meals for nutrition and have less well established diets’.
 We also believe that maximizing the uptake of healthy school meals can play a vital role in improving children’s health, wellbeing, educational attainment and life chances. In short an effective school meals policy can contribute to narrowing the attainment gap and in tackling the still high levels of poverty in Scotland.  
1.2 CPAG welcomes the progress that has been made, through the Hungry for Success approach, in improving the nutritional quality of school meals and the manner in which they are provided. Baseline survey evidence
  suggests significant progress on nutritional standards whilst the HMIE inspection report on primary and special schools also finds good progress in relation to implementation of nutritional standards, although concludes that further action on encouraging uptake and maximizing anonymity is needed
. 
1.3 However current strategy falls far short of ensuring all school pupils receive a nutritional meal at least once a day. Hungry for Success has begun to address the quality of school meals but fails to ensure all children have access to these improved quality school meals. No extension of free school meal entitlement has been made, despite the significant numbers of children in poverty who remain excluded and the original Hungry for Success report’s finding that the Executive should “ensure that families and young people do not fall through a gap”.

2.0 General Objectives

2.1 While much of what is being proposed for in legislation is already promoted through the Scottish Executive’s Hungry for Success strategy and being implement as good practice, the variability in the content, promotion and delivery of school meals means that legislative backing is required to maintain and sustain progress and ensure children across Scotland benefit. For this reason CPAG supports the general objectives of the Bill; the new duties to ensure that all schools are health promoting, that food and drink supplied in schools meet defined nutritional standards, that take-up of school meals, particularly free school meals, is promoted and that anonymity is ensured for those taking up free school meals. We also support the proposed new powers proposed to provide children in school and nursery with nutritious food and drink.
3.0 Concerns

3.1 CPAG is concerned that the provisions of the Bill in themselves do not go far enough to address it’s objectives. Despite already significant, albeit variable, improvements in nutritional quality, dining environment, promotion and delivery of school meals, there appears to be no significant overall improvement in the take-up of school meals generally or free school meals in particular. In fact the proportion of all children taking school meals has fallen slightly in recent years and sits at 46%.
3.2 We are particularly concerned that the Bill, by re-enacting the existing rule that school lunches must be charged for unless the pupil is entitled to free school meals, is creating an unnecessary barrier to the development by local authorities of innovative approaches to provision of free school meals (in contrast to England where the Education and Inspection Bill (2006) proposes to give local authorities the flexibility to decide whether or not to charge for school lunches).
3.3 It appears to CPAG that whilst legislative backing to existing strategy is welcome to sustain and maintain progress to date, new approaches need to be considered if issues of take up are to be resolved.
3.4 Furthermore we are concerned that the Bill, and current school meals strategy generally, fails to address the significant gap between the numbers of children receiving a free school meal and the numbers of children who are living in poverty. 23% of children in Scotland are officially recognized as living in poverty
, only 18% of school children are entitled to free school meals and only 13% receive one.
  CPAG estimates that at least 77,000 children
 who are recognised as living in poverty are not getting the benefit of a free school meal either because they are not entitled (38,800) or do not claim their meal (38,700). Furthermore the Scottish Executives own research finds that cost is a key factor in choosing not to eat a school meal for 21% of primary and 31% of secondary school pupils.
 
3.5 CPAG is also concerned that the implementation of anonymised systems in itself does not appear to be sufficient to tackle stigma associated with claiming free school meals. Despite the fact that 71% of secondary schools already have some kind of anonymised system there does not appear to be any overall impact on take up of free school meals.
   Research found that pupils in at least one school with an anonymised system said they could tell who received free school meals because they always had the same amount on their cashless card
, whilst anecdotal evidence reinforces the suggestion that children know from the amount on their peers cards, and what they can purchase, who is receiving free school meals. Furthermore, 325 of the respondents to consultation on Frances Curran MSP’s school meals Bill cited stigma as a key argument for providing universal free school meals
.  There is also strong research evidence that means-testing creates stigma that discourages uptake of free school meals 
. Furthermore for those children who do take up their entitlement, evidence suggests that stigma all too often exacerbates the impact of poverty on their vulnerable lives.
 
4.0 Suggested Improvements to the Bill

4.1 CPAG believes that the most effective way to promote take up, reduce stigma and ensure all children benefit from the improved quality of school meals is to move toward a more universal approach to free school meal provision – in the first instance through provision of free school meals to all primary school children. The Bill could be substantially improved by the addition of a duty on local authorities to provide free nutritious school meals to all primary school children. Such an approach is supported by, amongst many others, the STUC, the Association of Headteachers and Deputes in Scotland (AHDS), the Scottish Churches Social Inclusion Network, Oxfam, Save the Children and Children in Scotland.
4.2 There is now substantial evidence, both from academic modeling and the experience of free school meals in Hull, that a universal approach to free school meals provision is the most effective means by which to achieve the Bill’s objective of maximizing uptake and, furthermore, ensure that all children, including those living in and at risk of poverty, benefit from school meals policy.
4.2.1  Recent research from economists at Dundee University
 modeled the impact on household income for differing income groups of providing free school meals as first a means tested benefit and then a universal benefit. They concluded that current system of means testing “fails to deliver welfare to the poorest in society”. The results show that universal free school meals would not waste money by benefiting better off families at the expense of those facing poverty. Only when entitlement is extended to the richest 10% of families is there no additional benefit to less well off children. The research proves that the current system of means testing fails to deliver to the poorest and that targeting is not an efficient way of helping the neediest. A UNICEF report on Child Poverty in Rich Countries reinforces the problem highly targeted social expenditure creates across the developed world and concludes that “benefits universally provided, though apparently more expensive, can avoid this poverty trap.”

4.2.2  Academics evaluating Hull City Council’s free school meals policy have told CPAG of the “massive” impact universal provision is having on take up of healthy school meals in primary school.  Professor Derek Colquhoun, of Hull University’s Centre for Education Studies states; “The data so far tells us that take up of school lunches among Hull’s primary school children has gone up massively, from 36% to 64%, since being offered free to all. This is significant as eating a healthy lunch is vitally important to improving health and educational achievement.” In comparison take up of meals in Scotland is stagnant, with less than half of Scotland’s children taking advantage of improved school meals under current strategy. 
4.2.3 A universal approach to free school meals would also overcome the poverty trap built into current means tested approach. Means testing inevitably undermines people’s efforts to move out of poverty through work. Losing free school meals entitlement means losing the equivalent of up to £27 a week for a family with three children – a sum that can easily leave families no better off when they move into work especially when set alongside other lost benefits and tax credits..

4.2.4 The additional costs of extending free school meal entitlement to all primary school children are most recently estimated at £73 million
. Additional investment in the dining and kitchen capacity of schools may be required but is already needed to achieve Minister’s aims of maximizing uptake of school meals. CPAG believes these costs would, in the context of overall health, communities and education spending represent a remarkably cost effective way to contribute toward Scottish Executive health, education and anti-poverty objectives. 

4.3 CPAG is, along with Barnardos, Children in Scotland, One Plus, Poverty Alliance and Save the Children, currently in dialogue with the Minister for Education on possible extensions to free school meal entitlement. We have welcomed the serious consideration been given to the issue and have jointly urged the Minister to significantly extend entitlement to free school meals. A significant extension of entitlement would go some considerable way toward addressing the problems of the gap between the numbers of children entitled to free school meals and the numbers officially recognized as living in poverty, if not the problems of take up and stigma inherent in a means-tested approach.

5.0 Conclusion

In conclusion CPAG supports the general principles of the Bill, but believes that the provisions of the Bill do not go far enough to meet its welcome objectives. Evidence from academic modeling and from experience in Hull shows that the most effective way to promote take up, anonymise receipt of free school meals and ensure all children benefit from the improved quality of school meals is to move toward a more universal approach to free school meal provision – in the first instance through provision of free school meals to all primary school children. We believe that the Bill could be substantially improved by the addition of a duty on local authorities to provide free nutritious school meals to all primary school children. Finally we believe that at the very least the current entitlement criteria for free school meals needs to be substantially extended to reach more children in and at risk of poverty, and that the barrier to local authorities developing innovative approaches to free school meals provision be removed.
John Dickie, Head of CPAG in Scotland, 26 October 2006
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