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Worksho
p outline

Introduction & Framing (Clare & Lucy) 5mins

TUKFS project presentations – BeanMeals & 
FoodSEqual (20mins)

Gavin Fletcher (Good Food Leics) 10mins

Brad Pearce (CATERed/School Food People) 
10mins

Facilitated table-top discussions (45mins)



Framing – how this workshop came about

• Economic & Structural challenges
• English School Food Provision as a Neoliberal 

experiment
• Financial instability & consequences for TUKFS 

projects
• School food – system change or system stalemate?
• THE SUMS DON’T ADD UP!



BeanMeals: What the beans taught us about English 
school food provision
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BeanMeals: Thinking Beyond the Can 
TUKFS Project (2022- 2024)

Aim:
Develop & analyse systemic innovations to improve 
dietary health with lower environmental impact using 
UK-grown beans.
Premise:
Public procurement as lever for dietary & agricultural 
change.
Key question:
Can English school meals provide a reliable market 
for UK-grown pulses?



Potential for 
transformational change 
via public procurement

Local farmers –> local authority procurement -
>school caterers -> children’s bellies

• Guaranteed markets for farmers

• Increase pulse consumption 

• Shorten supply chains 

• Create stronger relationships between 
growers, caterers and schools. 



Introducing 
UK beans 
into English 
school 
meals

• Two local authority partners
•  Leicester 

• Leicestershire

• Local authority caterers 
• City Catering

• Leicestershire Traded Services (LTS)

• Soil Association Food for Life Commissions

• Beans on school menus for 4 months 

• Study included:
o Acceptability of bean meals 

o Policy and procurement context 



BeanMeals work with 
local authority caterers

Relationship-Based Approach

Training & Engagement with School Caterers

Menu Review & Practical Skills

Ongoing Support

Menu Adaptation

Scaling Potential



Barriers to scaling UK pulses 
via English school food 
procurement

• Stakeholder interviews (n=31)

Key finding:

• The English school food procurement 
system is not well positioned to scale 
UK-grown pulses through school meals

Why?

• Supply requirements favour large, 
established suppliers

• Broader structural constraints. 



Immediate 
institutional 
and 
Governance 
Challenges 
for English 
School Food

English School Food Standards
• Only binding standards for school food (2015)
• No requirement to include pulses – 2026 update?
• Widely reported non-compliance – no provision for monitoring, 
enforcement

School food system under pressure post COVID

• Chronic underinvestment in school meals
• Inflation, food price volatility
• Supply chain disruption (Brexit, climate etc)
• Workforce wage increases (Leicester)
• Falling uptake post-COVID

Local authority capacity eroded

• Legacy of austerity
- LAs have sustained school food service, but cash-strapped
- Leicester City Council ended Food for Life Commission 

(2023) and closed City Catering (2024)



English School Food Provision 
as a Neoliberal experiment 

1980 Education Act
• Removed obligation to provide school meals
• Encouraged packed lunches

1988 Local Government Act
• Compulsory competitive tendering 
• Introduced private caterers, outside local authority influence
• Not a level playing field in terms of competion.

England  shifted to market-oriented school food provision – 
“Lowest cost masquerading as best value” (Kevin Morgan)

2000 Academisation
• Academies outside of local authority oversight
• Rise of Multi-Academy Trust tenders 



When Beans meets the 
Bean Counters

• Strong interest in UK grown beans

• But system incentives leading elsewhere

Result

School food is shifting from public service
(food valued for its multiple social benefits)

→ to market service
(food solely treated as a low-cost commodity)

Key question “If public sector caterers disappear, 
what policies, institutions, oversight is needed 
to ensure school food remains a public service?”



Michaels, L., & Barling, D. (2025). School meal nutrition and procurement policies in England: 
governance variability and innovation in implementation settings. Frontiers in Sustainable Food 
Systems, 9, Article 10.3389/fsufs.2025.1643788.

Ingram, J., Barling, D., Bayes, N., Cottee, J., Dickinson, A., Hardman, C., Holub, E., Jones, K., Ledley, 
C., Maguire, R., Michaels, L., Midgley, G., Rajagopalan, R., Zhang, J., & Zurek, M. (2025). Fork to farm: 
reverse engineering a food system. Philosophical Transactions B: Biological Sciences, 380(1935), 
Article 20240158. https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2024.0158

https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2024.0158


What is the Plymouth Fish Finger?
Small-scale exploratory ‘social innovation’ case study

Product Process
• co-designed (with schools)
• healthy & sustainable
• makes use of under-utilised/

       under-valued fish species
• procured by small-boat fishers
• processed locally
• enters school food system

• collaborative multi-stakeholder 
(transdisciplinary) team

• exploring creative participatory 
mixed methods (eg PAR; co-
production)

Hunt et al (2026) https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2976-
601X/ae1f1c 

https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2976-601X/ae1f1c
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2976-601X/ae1f1c
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2976-601X/ae1f1c


Pre-innovation:
Community (fish) workshops - intelligence

• Our local (less affluent) community said they want: 

o better access to affordable fresh locally procured fish 
o more education on different fish species and how to prepare/cook them 
o closer links with the people working on fish supply chains 
o their voices to be heard by fish policy makers to prioritise system change

The community wants these things because they have 
learnt (via FoodSEqual) that their ‘food system’ is not fit for 
purpose. They appreciate that imbalances contribute to 
health inequalities. The communities want change! 

Gale et al (2025) 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/40977129/ 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/40977129/


i. Product development
(innovation)

• Co-design (n=12 secondary school students)
• Community taste test event (n=25)
• Pop up educational sessions (n=5 primary schools; 
    n=88 pupils)
• Lots of playing & experimenting! 



ii. Supply chain innovation (disruption)

Fishers landing their 
‘by-catch’ directly to 
our ethical fishmonger



iii. Policy 
innovation
 

• Pledges made by each participant 
• Causal loop map co-created (& validated) to 

identify leverage points for system 
action/change (interventions)

Fish finger Policy & Practice 
workshop(s) (n=15 participants)             
July 2024 & June 2025

Pettinger et al (2026 – in press) 









Collaborative processes

Pettinger et al (2026) 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/41496697/ 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/41496697/


School meal provider



Critical reflections(s) – Learning/Challenges 

1. Resource 
intensive (time 

& funding)

2.Communication 
& language

3.Collaborative 
leadership 

(Pettinger et al 2023)

4.Ownership & 
governance 

(Arthur, 2020) 

5.Diverse 
priorities 
between 

collaborators 
(UNEP, FA0 2023)

6.Systems 
thinking   

(Bergquist et al 2025)

7.Complexity & 
messiness  

(Shaw et al 2024)

8.Power, politics 
and commercial 

interests 

“Time-lines aren’t matched! 
Everyone has different priorities in 
the day-to-day work, delivery 
objectives  /  timelines don’t match 
amongst each of the collaborating 
stakeholders” (Caroline SoD) . 

“The project has had its challenges. For 
example, the need for ‘translating’ the 
language and concepts of disparate 
stakeholders so that everyone can 
understand each other’s work. This has 
been difficult at times” (Louise RF)



Financial instability & TUKFS project 
consequences…??



Good Food Leicestershire 

Gavin Fletcher – Sustainable Food Partnership 
Coordinator, Public Health    
gavin.fletcher@leics.gov.uk   

mailto:gavin.fletcher@leics.gov.uk




Sustainable Food Procurement

Demonstrating 
potential impact

Trial of Dynamic 
Food Procurement 

and local supply

Roll out for future 
procurement and 

policy change

Stronger link 
between local 

production and 
procurement



E.g. BeanMeals research project

Integrating UK grown pulses into school 
meals



Farming and the Food Plan – understanding farming



Farming and the Food 
Plan – making the 
case for local 
procurement



Farming and the Food Plan – making the case 
for local procurement



Farming and the 
Food Plan – links 
with partners - 
Food and Land Use 
Summit 

Event in partnership 
with University of 
Leicester and 
Leicester City Council 
– including DEFRA and 
local partners 
(Allerton Project)



Prize Problem

Public spend for public 
good

Not enough money in 
school food system

Support for local 
economies

AND lack of level playing 
field

Stimulate system change AND lack of capacity/skills

Develop trusted system 
partnerships

Combination of stressed 
systems

School food – system change or system stalemate?
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FoodSEqual, the Plymouth Fishfinger 
and CATERed



Who are CATERed? Formed in 2014/15

School Food Co-operative owned by 67 
schools and Plymouth City Council

Co-operative ethos – schools & academies 
commit budgets for school food to the 
business

Unique in the country

Schools wanted to do something different



Our collaboration 
with FoodSEqual

CATERed provides services across the 
majority of City infant, junior, primary 
and special schools providing 10,000 – 
12,000 meals/day

Able to provide access to schools and 
Muli-academy Trusts

Worked directly with St Christopher’s 
MAT – six primary schools

Importantly this allowed the 
programme to be run picking up on 
the MATs ethos but acknowledging the 
different demographics in each school



Our collaboration 
with FoodSEqual

Working with the senior leadership 
team in the MAT we identified year 
5 / 6 pupils to engage with the Team

The Team produced an educational 
workshop session to engage pupils 
in the environment, food and fishing 

Our staff prepared, cooked and 
served the fishfinger to pupils

Feedback was collected from pupils 
after taste-testing



Moving forward
The real benefit of the FoodSEqual 
Fishfinger Project was collaboration

Bringing the academic input with 
the food, produce, production and 
fishers together with frontline 
service and delivery direct to the 
customer – schools and pupils

Our intention had always been to 
include the fishfinger on our menus 
as either a “once per cycle choice” 
or intermittently as a theme day 
option



Brad Pearce - National Chair – The School Food People

ENGLISH SCHOOL FOOD PROVISION AS A 
PUBLIC SERVICE AT RISK



The School Food People
What we do

• Represent school food providers across England and Wales, 
soon to be joined by Northern Ireland.  Close links to ASSIST in 
Scotland

• Local authority catering services
• Arms length organisations
• Commercial caterers
• Multi-academy Trusts
• In-house provision
• Single site schools
• Responsible for 3 million meals a day
• Partners and industry providers (food, ingredients, equipment etc.)

Home | The School Food People

https://www.theschoolfoodpeople.co.uk/


What’s the requirement

Statutory duties
• Provision of free school meals is a STATUTORY DUTY 

which sits with a school or academy’s Governing Body
In England that means: -
• Benefit-based Free School Meals 

• Where household income is less than £7,400 not including benefits

• Universal Infant Free School Meals (aged 4-7) (KS1)
• A Paid for Meal upon request
Coming up: -
• Extended-Free School Meals (September 2026) – all 

families in receipt of Universal Credit
• Excludes Pupil Premium
• Excludes Ever6 

School meals and nutritional standards (England) - House of Commons Library

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn04195/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn04195/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn04195/




What’s the requirement

Four Nations

What are the differences in the other nations of the UK?

• Wales – Universal Primary Provision

• Scotland – Universal Provision in Primary 1 – 5 (aged 4.5 – 
9.5 years) 
• (not Primary 6 & 7)

• Northern Ireland – No universal provision 
• BUT Benefit-based Free School Meals eligibility threshold is a 

household income of £15,390 (some 52% higher than in England!)



Expectations
Mandatory School Food Standards

School food in England - GOV.UK

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/standards-for-school-food-in-england/school-food-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/standards-for-school-food-in-england/school-food-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/standards-for-school-food-in-england/school-food-in-england


Expectations
Mandatory School Food Standards



Funding

Disparity across the country



Funding

Excludes the impact of increased Employers NI Contributions – April 2025



What our Members are saying



What our Members are saying



Service closures
As a direct result of the financial pressures
• Leicestershire
• Hampshire
• Surrey
• Stoke on Trent
And….
• CATERed



Smaller providers
Local and regional context
But, why does this matter?

• School Food Providers  – what will be left?
• Lack of choice, flexibility and diversity
• Market forces driving costs up?
• Market forces driving quality down?

And, what about procurement of food and ingredients: 
• Procurement / DEFRA (50% British)
CATERed alone…….
• Butcher – Fishers – Fruit & Veg (potatoes) – Dairy
• £2.7m spend lost



What next?

• Revised School Food Standards

• Funding models – DfE and the wider school food landscape / campaign groups looking at potential 
alternatives
• Need to take into account: - urban, deprivation, rural, small, large, SEND, primary, secondary
• Two years to introduce a new formula for funding

• APPG – School Food: All Party Review – launched but on hold



Any questions?



Facilitated Table-Top Discussions (30mins)

• Each table has a themed question to 
appraise/critique

• Discuss & debate this topic in your group
• Come up with summarised ACTION(s)
• Feedback & discussion (plenary)

English School Food Provision as a public service at risk: exploring emerging 
economic and structural challenges and their implications for food system 
transformation
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