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POLICY MEMORANDUM

INTRODUCTION

1. This document relates to the School Meals (Scotland) Bill introduced in the Scottish
Parliament on 14 November 2001. It has been prepared by Tommy Sheridan, the member in
charge of the Bill, in accordance with Rule 9.3.3A of the Parliament’s Standing Orders.  The
contents are entirely the responsibility of the member and have not been endorsed by the
Parliament.  Explanatory Notes and other accompanying documents are published separately as
SP Bill 42–EN.

POLICY OBJECTIVES OF THE BILL

2. The main purpose of the Bill is to give children the right to a free and nutritious school
meal and drink at schools under the management of local authorities in Scotland.

3. The school meals service in Scotland has been in a state of decline since 1980 when the
Education (Scotland) Act 1980 deregulated school meals and removed nutritional standards.
This led to school meals having a higher saturated fat content, smaller portions, higher prices and
a steep decline in take-up of school meals.1

4. Section 53 of the Education (Scotland) Act 1980 sets out the current legal position with
respect to school meals in Scotland.  It places a duty on education authorities to provide free
school meals in the middle of the day to pupils whose parents are in receipt of income support,
income-based jobseeker’s allowance, or support under Part VI of the Immigration and Asylum
Act 1999.  However, the 1980 Act offers no assistance to low income working families.
Working families tax credit (and its predecessor, family credit) is not a qualifying benefit for a
free school meal under the 1980 Act.  In Edinburgh, where a primary school child pays £1.35 per
day for a meal and a secondary school child £1.80 per day, a family with 3 children could pay as
much as £27 per week – a considerable sum for working families on a low or modest income.

5. In Scotland, 40.4% of women and 18.9% of men in full-time work earn less than £250
per week (as compared to UK figures of 35.7% and 16.6%).2  The Family Budget Unit at King’s
College London has found that the income needed to sustain good health and child development
is substantially above that provided in the UK by income support or the UK minimum wage.3  In

                                                
1 J. Inchley et al, “Dietary trends among Scottish school children in the 1990s”, Journal of Human Nutrition and
Dietetics, June 2001.
2 Source: New Earnings Survey 2000.
3 Low cost but acceptable: a minimum income standard for the UK – families with young children, 1998.
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October 2001, the national minimum wage rose from £3.70 to £4.10 per hour, while the Council
of Europe’s “decency threshold” (which is set at 68 per cent of gross median earnings, calculated
by combining male and female earnings) is £7.39 per hour.

6. The Scottish Executive has confirmed that 16 per cent of pupils in Scotland took free
school meals in January 2000, while 20% were registered to do so.4 General uptake of school
meals in Scotland is not good. On 29 April 2001 (census day) only 47% pupils took school meals
(paid and free). The number of pupils eligible for free school meals in Scotland dropped from
20% in 1999-00, to 19% in 2000-01.5  A universal system is expected radically to improve take-
up.  At present, one in five of children entitled to free school meals do not take them.  Recent
research carried out by the Department for Education and Employment (DfEE) for the Child
Poverty Action Group (CPAG), which asked children themselves, concluded that the reason is
stigma.6  Children (and parents) have said they are currently embarrassed to take free school
meals.  Universal entitlement should end this stigma.

7. Scotland has universal provision in its wider health, education and welfare services. The
National Health Service, education system and other local authority services are universally free
at the point of use.  People are not means tested for hospital operations, for their children’s
education in school or for domestic refuse collection, because these are measures that contribute
to the economic and social well-being, and the health, of Scotland as a whole.  The same is true
of school meals. The aim of the School Meals (Scotland) Bill is to contribute to building a
healthy nation; in this context, free universal provision is believed to be the appropriate
approach.

8. A universal system will also help maintain standards as it reduces the “us and them”
culture which is a consequence of means testing.  If all families have a stake in the system then
standards should be less liable to fall.  Universal benefits generally have a higher take-up, are
less stigmatising and are more effective.  Child benefit, for example, has 98% take-up,
considerably higher than means-tested benefits. The administrative costs are also lower: 2% of
the child benefit budget is spent on administration compared with over 10% for income support
and over 30% for the Social Fund.

9. There would be little point in providing universal meals unless they were good for
children. For this reason, the Bill requires the free meals provided to be “nutritious”. The 1980
Act is silent on nutritional standards.  Indeed, the law in Scotland does not even provide formal
guidance on nutritional standards in schools, in contrast to dietary guidance available in England
and Wales.  (Dietary guidance is available in England and Wales from the circulars Eating Well
at School, published in three parts (PPY386, PPY387 and PPY338) in April 1997 by the
Department for Education and Employment.)

10. The Scottish diet remains a major contributor to Scotland's poor health, including
coronary heart disease, some cancers and diabetes.  Adequate nutrition is of key importance for

                                                
4 School Meals in Education Authority Schools 1999-00, Scottish Executive Education Department, 29 June 2000.
5 School Meals in Education Authority Schools 2000-01, Scottish Executive Education Department, 29 October
2001.
6 Pamela Storey and Rosemary Chambelin, Improving take up of free school meals, Thomas Coram Research Unit,
DfEE (Research brief no.270), May 2001.
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the development and growth in childhood and adolescence.  The evidence is that the Scottish diet
falls short of current dietary recommendations and Scotland compares poorly with its European
counterparts.

11. Scots have a low intake of fruit with as few as 20% of children regularly eating fruit in
the winter months; similarly, root vegetables are eaten by as few as 5% of children daily in the
West of Scotland.  Daily milk consumption has fallen in recent years, causing major concern
because of the need for calcium to ensure the development of healthy bones.  (To address this,
the Bill makes provision for free milk.)  The Scottish diet includes a high proportion of crisps,
white bread, fizzy drinks and chips, with 11 to 13 year olds having a particularly high sweet and
chocolate intake (J. Inchley et al, cited above).

12. In summary, despite increased concern, the Scottish diet is the worst in Europe. The
evidence is that health education programmes have increased knowledge about health and food
but this knowledge gain has failed to be translated into sustained changes in eating behaviour.
Because there is already an Action Plan, Eating for Health (Scottish Office, Department of
Health, July 1996), there would be no need to start from scratch in setting nutritional standards.

13. The health benefits are perhaps more obvious but just as difficult to quantify.  Public
health experts have recently asserted that too often in the UK, “health” has been defined too
narrowly – for example, by reference to the incidence of immediate disease.  In 1947, the World
Health Organisation (WHO) defined health as “a state of complete physical, mental and social
well-being”.7  Measures to improve health can lead to economies of scale, job creation and
support for Scottish rural businesses, meaning that the actual costs can be expected to be
significantly lower than might at first be thought.

14. Poverty has been established as the major determinant of child health in the UK.8  To
invest in the future of Scotland’s children requires investment in their diet.  That is the purpose
of the School Meals (Scotland) Bill.

15. Universal free and nutritious school meals systems are operated in other European Union
countries.  Finland is a country similar in size to Scotland, with a population of 5.2 million
people.  It has operated a universal system of free and nutritious meals since 1948.9 All pupils in
Finnish comprehensive schools, upper secondary schools and vocational schools receive a free
meal every day.  School meals are based on children’s nutritional requirements and designed to
complement the food eaten at home. Recommendations state that school meals should cover one
third of the pupil’s daily nutritional requirement.  The meal comprises a main course, salad,
bread and a drink. Special dietary requirements are also catered for. In addition to the main meal,
many school also offer healthy snacks.  The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health in Finland
view this system as part of a wider preventative social policy, designed to support the growth and
development of children and young people. Infant mortality in Finland is amongst the lowest in
the world.10

                                                
7 The constitution of the World Health Organisation, Chronicle 1, Geneva 1947.
8 Zarrina Kurtz and Rosemary Thornes, Health Needs of School Age Children, January 2000
9 Finnish Family Policy, published by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, 1999.
10 Health Care in Finland, Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, Helsinki, 1999.
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16. Sweden operates a universal free and nutritious school meal system for all pupils at state
schools.  The system is administered by Skolverket (the national state agency for education in
Sweden), based in Stockholm, with eleven related organisations administering the scheme on a
local basis throughout the country.11

17. There is considerable European medical evidence that limited up-take of milk and milk-
related products could be detrimental to the nutritional needs of some children.  European
Commission research confirms that the take-up of milk at European schools is highest in those
countries which operate a universal free school meal system.  For example, the take-up of milk
in Sweden is 100% at primary and secondary schools, and 95% in primary and secondary
schools in Finland. In 1990, around 25% of UK school children drank milk at school.  European
Commission research confirmed that this figure dropped to 17% in 1996, with a concomitant
increase in the consumption of carbonated and fizzy drinks. 12

18. The benefits of milk consumption are considerable and are integral to European systems
of universal free school meals.  European Commission researchers in 1999 made the following
findings.13  Children need sufficient nutrients and energy to meet the demands of growth and
development.  Demands for nutrients such as protein, calcium, iron and zinc are relatively high,
and adolescents require quite large amounts of the B vitamins – thiamin, riboflavin and niacin.
Approximately 45% of the adult skeleton is laid down during adolescence. Retention of calcium
in adolescence averages 160mg per day, but at the peak of the growth spurt it is estimated to be
about 200 mg/day in girls and 300mg/day in boys.  To some extent, eating habits established
during childhood, adolescence and early adulthood dictate the type of diet consumed throughout
later life.  It is important, therefore, that during school years, children and teenagers become
accustomed to eating a healthy and balanced diet.  Some of the potentially preventable diseases
prevalent in European society may, in part, be linked to eating patterns established much earlier
in life (e.g., dental disease, coronary heart disease, osteoporosis, anaemia, obesity and certain
forms of cancer).

ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES

19. There is growing evidence that the take-up of free school meals can be improved by
introducing “cashless” systems in schools.  For example, it has been recognised that many
children do not take free school meals because of a perceived stigma (Storey and Chambelin,
cited above).  This stigma can be reduced by a cashless system, such as “swipe cards”, where
there is no direct differentiation between those in receipt of free meals and those paying.  The
first swipe card system was introduced in Scotland by the former Lothian Regional Council at St
Margaret’s Academy in Livingston.

20. That said, it is understood that cashless systems may nevertheless result in free meal
recipients being identified, for example, by being able to buy certain meals (due to the level of
prepayment on their cards).  In any case, such an approach would not meet the policy objective
of providing a free, nutritious meal to all children, including those from low-income families not
currently entitled to a free school meal.

                                                
11 The Swedish School System, published by Skolverket, Stockholm SE-106, 2001.
12 Evaluation of the School Milk Measure, Report of the European Commission, February 1999.
13 Evaluation of the School Milk Measure, cited above.
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CONSULTATION

21. The member in charge of the Bill has consulted widely with a range of health, nutritional,
community, trade union and anti-poverty groups throughout Scotland.  In particular, consultation
has taken place through the setting up of an Advisory Group on the School Meals (Scotland) Bill
by the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) in Scotland.  Members of the CPAG Advisory
Group included:

• Scottish Poverty Information Unit;

• Child Poverty Action Group;

• Centre For Research of Families and Relationships;

• Lothian Anti Poverty Alliance;

• Scottish Churches Social Inclusion Network;

• Scottish Churches Action on Poverty;

• The Poverty Alliance;

• Fife CPAG;

• UK Public Health Association;

• Children in Scotland;

• Community Dieticians Forth Valley Health Board;

• Edinburgh Community Food Initiative;

• National Children’s Homes (Action For Children);

• Govan Law Centre;

• Scottish Local Government Forum Against Poverty;

• Scottish Trade Unions Council Women’s Committee;

• Communities Against Poverty Network; and

• West Glasgow Against Poverty.

EFFECTS ON EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES, HUMAN RIGHTS, ISLAND
COMMUNITIES, LOCAL GOVERNMENT, SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT ETC.

22. In supporting the healthy growth and development of young children, the Bill will help to
guarantee that no child in Scotland is denied equal access to educational opportunity due to
socio-economic status. The Bill represents both a “family-friendly” and “preventative public
health” policy. In that regard it supports the following Convention rights contained within the
Human Rights Act 1998: Article 2 of the First Protocol (the right to education); Article 8
(respect for private and family life); and Article 14 (prohibition of discrimination). Investment in
free and nutritious school meals would create significant job opportunities in local government
and island communities. The Bill’s policy objective would lead to sustainable development in
industries associated with the provision of milk and nutritional produce.
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