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APPETITE FOR LIFE

Unison’s Menu For School Meals

Suddenly, everybody is talking about the importance of school meals. After years of contracting out and cuts, the world has woken up to the need to feed children properly during the day.

Many of our members have had to endure a decline in standard and working conditions. But there is every reason to feel optimistic about the future of the  school meals service. UNISON is adding its voice to the cries for  improvements in school-based nutrition. In the run-up to the next election, we will be pushing government on the following issues:

•
Free school meals for all primary school children

•
No cash, no stigma,  free meals for secondary children in need

•
Hot “made from scratch” meals served in a friendly, comfortable setting

•
Nutritional standards set by the Food Stands additives and contaminants and inspected by Ofsted

•
A ‘whole school’ approach including: a breakfast service; healthy snacks at after-school clubs; fresh fruit, milk and water; and nutritional studies and practical food skills in the curriculum

•
No unhealthy food and drink in vending machines, on or near school  premises

•
Catering staff employed on terms and conditions and in patterns that recognise their skills and value

•
Return of the public health role for the school meals service, which should be the responsibility of the Children’s Director, using locally sourced food, directly provided.

School  Meals Funding Delegation
A report has been prepared for the DfES on school meals funding delegation and its  effects (research report RR512). The Thomas Coram Institute found that the majority of LEAs have delegated funding to primary schools, even where the schools were reluctant to accept it.  It notes that some schools have faced unforeseen difficulties with ageing kitchens and equipment. Some have closed  kitchens as a direct result of delegation, unable to supply a service without subsidy. Exploring new provision has required a substantial time commitment  on the part of school staff and governors.

The study suggests that LEAs should use delegation formulae that ensure that schools are reimbursed in full for the free school meals they provide, but do not have unspent monies because of low take-up. Also, variable pricing policies have meant that some free meal allowances do not meet the cost of a free lunch. Pupils must top-up the paid meal allowance or go without.

In cash cafeterias, pupils are free to select a meal, which does not meet the nutritional  standards. Although some schools have taken the opportunity to improve quality, there is also pressure to ensure that meals are self-financing or even profit-making.

Monitoring procedures are also criticised, with a wide range of practices, including the use of LEA and external consultancy contracts. But there is no statutory obligation for LEAS to offer this service or for schools to use external agencies. 

Safety First

UNISON continues to press for improved health and safety for school meals workers.

During September, our representative to the Health and Safety Executive Hospitality Committee will be raising the results of a survey of kitchen workers in Sheffield.  It concludes that a radical overhaul of layout, design and working practices is needed to prevent back pain associated with kitchen work. Problems with back, shoulders, knees, wrists and ankles were so severe that 49% of those surveyed had experienced pain in the previous week. A  massive 77% had significant pain in the past 12 months, with over half revealing that they had to seek medical help because their condition was so accute.

UNISON has called for a review of kitchen design practice and the use of adjustable surfaces. Lack of equipment, failure to repair it and staff shortages, should be dealt with to reduce risks. UNISON will be pushing the HSE to fund further research and provide recommendations for dealing with this vast problem.

