
Evidence to the Education, Lifelong Learning and Culture Committee on the Provision of School Lunches (Disapplication of the Requirement to Charge) (Scotland) Order 2008 (SSI 2008/draft))

CPAG is the leading charity campaigning for the abolition of child poverty and for a better deal for low-income families and children. With One Parent Families Scotland, the Poverty Alliance and the Scottish Local Government Forum Against Poverty we co-ordinate the Scottish Campaign for Free School Meals. 

Key Points
· CPAG, along with other members of the Scottish Free School Meals Campaign, welcomes the proposed Order (Provision of School Lunches (Disapplication of the Requirement to Charge) (Scotland) Order 2008. 
· We believe that the Order will enable local authorities to deliver free school meals to all P1 to P3 pupils from 2010, as agreed in the Concordat signed between local authorities and the Scottish Government.
· A universal approach to free school meals in primary school is supported by a massive cross section of Scottish society, including children and families charities such as Children 1st, Save the Children, Action for Children (NCH), Children in Scotland and One Parents Families Scotland; trade unions and professional associations including the STUC, EIS, Association of Headteachers and Deputes Teachers (AHDS), RCN (Scotland), Scottish Women’s Convention, Unison; anti-poverty groups such as the Poverty Alliance; faith groups including members of the Scottish Churches Social Inclusion Network and the Church and Society Council of the Church of Scotland; health boards and academics.
· Evaluation of the free school meal pilots found that “Parents, teachers, local authority staff and catering staff were overwhelmingly positive about the provision of universal free school meals for P1 to P3 pupils.”

Background
There is wide agreement that healthy food at school is a vital element in promoting the education, health and well-being of children. This agreement was evidenced in the cross party support for the Schools (Health Promotion and Nutrition) (Scotland) Act 2007. The Act built on the Hungry for Success strategy to place a duty on councils to promote take up of school lunches, and to ensure that food and drink provided in schools complies with nutritional requirements. The Hungry for Success approach succeeded in improving the quality of school meals but has had a limited effect on the take up of healthy school meals.
Boosting take up of healthy school meals
The pilot free schools programme for P1 to P3 pupils had a substantial effect on take up of school meals, increasing take up by 22 percentage points from 53% to 75%, dramatically demonstrating the additional benefit of the universal approach to achieving the policy goals enshrined in the 2007 Act. Furthermore amongst children already entitled to free school meals under the existing means-testing arrangements take-up rose by up to 8.5 percentage points.
The evaluation found that there was also evidence that the policy had an impact on healthy eating at home, concluding that: “The trial provided pupils with an opportunity to try new foods, resulting in pupils asking at home for food they had tried at school.” 
Tackling Poverty and Educational Inequality 
Less than half of children living in poverty currently receive a healthy school meal as a result of the current means test. 25% of children are officially recognized as living in poverty
, yet only 15% of pupils are registered for free school meals and only 11%
 actually receive one. Free school meals for all P1 to P3, alongside the agreed extension of entitlement to all pupils in families receiving maximum working tax credit, will help bridge that gap.
The attainment gap between better off pupils and those growing up in poverty gets wider as they progress through the education system.
  Poverty at home is compounded by costs imposed at school, including the cost of school meals. Removing those costs is crucial to any strategy to ensure all children fully benefit from the education system. As a result of Hungry for Success and the 2007 Act, healthy eating is now recognized as a core element of the school day. Means-testing healthy eating at school is contrary to the principles of a free education system and undermines attempts to narrow the attainment gap. Furthermore evaluation of a free school meals pilot for primary school children over two years in Hull found a “significant impact in all areas of children's schooling...behaviour, social relationships, health and learning”
.
Provision of free school meals to all P1 to P3 pupils in the Scottish pilot trials also had a positive impact on family budgets and the home environment. There was “…evidence that the trial had impacted positively on the home environment of pupils,” and   “.. the simple benefit of increasing disposable income was particularly evident amongst parents with more than one child.”

John Dickie, Head of CPAG in Scotland.
31st October 2008.
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