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More On Food

 

Readers outside the UK will have to forgive me for this newsletter. It may amuse or puzzle you to discover that in the period before the 2005 UK General Election was called, "school dinners" (lunchtime meals provided to children) became a top political issue.  All the political parties have fallen over themselves to agree with a tv Celebrity Chef, Jamie Oliver, that something radical needs to be done to improve Britain's terrible school food.  
 

This follows more than ten years in which schools were allowed to manage their own budget business-style, awful state-supplied food was progressively replaced with often even worse food supplied by parents as 'packed lunches', and the offer from a mix of privatised school meal 'services' often boiled down to the cheapest possible pre-prepared dried, frozen and generally processed mush, high in fat, salt and sugar. In my children's school, potatoes come immersed in bleach within sealed plastic packs.
 

The group which has now successfully led a campaign to break this trend is the UK's strange hybrid 'Soil Association' (see for a lot of detail www.soilassociation.org) which is a promoter of organic food, a setter of standards and a standard-bearer for organic farmers. 
 

Jamie Oliver has made headlines with a reality-tv series on UK's Channel 4 tv, in which he retrained 'dinner ladies (cooks) in making real food rather than heating up pre-prepared lunches.  Oliver ended up in a high profile chat with the Prime Minister, and dominated tv ratings.  Behind his 'campaign' however, is a meticulously prepared campaign by the Soil Association (SA), which has a number of interesting aspects for others.  
 

First, the SA has won credibility.  The SA provides how-to help advice in the form of a  part time school meals policy advisor, Jeanette Orrey who, as a dinner lady in a primary school for 16 years, has introduced mainly locally sourced, unprocessed and organic school meals herself.  She publishes her story in a book this week.
 

Second, the Soil Association's campaign objectives are based on a pilot scheme they ran in several schools where they had contacts with activist teachers and parent governors. This showed the potential to convert, within a year, from processed food and/or reliance on packed lunches, to school meals using 70% unprocessed fresh food; 50% local food and 30% organic.    With these objectives proven achievable, they went on to work with more schools on the ground.  In Swindon, two mothers formed a company and took over production of (organic) school meals themselves. The number of children buying school meals increased from 40 to over 200.  They now work directly with a local organic farm (Sheepdrove).   In Essex, a Primary School in Chelsmford now uses locally produced organic food, from Ashlyns farm which already ran a box scheme.   
 

So they proved feasibility before they started mainstream advocacy.  (See section on problems and solutions from How To Win Campaigns).
 

Third, they've sold the benefits in terms that count with key decision makers.  Prince Charles, the Soil Association's President, met with senior executives from 15 Local Education Authorities to discuss how some Authorities had achieved such changes.   In a follow-up study of subsequent experiments by the Authorities, by Business in the Community, a group set up by Prince Charles, 13 of the 15 reported improvements in children's attention, ability to learn and a reduction in bad behaviour in the afternoons, after a switch to better food at lunch time. 
 

That if you like, was the ground war. We've since had the air war on tv, thanks to Channel 4 and election timing - part luck, part hard work by the SA.
 

For weeks Channel 4 tv has aired a programme with celebrity tv cook Jamie Oliver shows him giving a 'makeover' to school meals at a Greenwich school, and working with the 'dinner ladies' to retrain them in devising menus that use far less processed and more fresh food.  The programme included a meeting between Oliver and the then Education Secretary, Charles Clark.   On the face of it this was something only obtainable because of the power of celebrity, except, the Soil Association already had two meetings with him on school meals before that.  Similarly, when Tony Blair then met Oliver, that had been preceded by a meeting between the Association's Director, Patrick Holden and Blair to talk about school meals.

Rather than reject Oliver's crushing condemnation of the quality of government-approved school meals (remarkably seen on tv being eaten by politicians), the government has positively embraced the criticism, crying that 'something must be done', as if it was nothing to do with them.
 

Central to the back room shenanigans over 'something' seems to have been the struggle to overcome opposition from within the UK Department of Education (DFES).  At first sight this seems strange: the Prime Minister's office and Department of Health have been pushing for improved school meals, parents want it, the media want it and there is good evidence that real food with less sugar, salt and additives leads to better pupil behaviour and improved learning.  Yet the Education Department drags its feet - why ?   The answer appears to be twofold.  First the Department wants more money - far more money has been taken out of school meals by a decade or so of withdrawal of state services in pursuit of "value for money" than has now been put back in (below).  Second, officials feel they only have a limited amount of political capital to use up with teachers:  fixated as they are with negotiations with teachers rather than what actually happens to children, they are simply reluctant to add yet another thing to their list of demands, targets and assessments.  The fact that the DFES is apparently bereft of a nutritionist could also play a small part but this is not likely - it may well be deliberate.
 

Rather than tackle this head on within government, No 10 seems to have chosen to embrace the onslaught of a Celebrity Chef and agree with him.  By so doing of course they have aligned Blair with a popular figure - at no cost to themselves - which must be a welcome break from standing shoulder to shoulder with G W Bush, who probably eats Turkey Twizzlers anyway.
 

Oliver and the Soil Association have now won a limited commitment to improve school meals, plus a delaying tactic from the Department of Education in the shape of a new advisory body.  The government has agreed to set at least some new nutritional standards, limiting salt and sugar content, which will be inspected alongside educational standards.    It has also used the Big Lottery - public money which doesn't count as public expenditure - to provide £45 million towards a School Food Trust.  The Trust, is a £60m quango announced by the education secretary, Ruth Kelly, to advise schools on healthier school meals, as part of a new government pledge to spend £280m on improving food in schools
 

Aside from dinner ladies expertise or the lack of it, money is central to the dispute.   The Observer reported on 3 April that in France £1.10 is spent on each school meal. Of those local education authorities in England which agreed to declare their meal costs to the Soil Association, the minimum spend was 37p.  Supplier Compass said that costs should have been 60p or 70p a meal.    The SA estimates £200m is needed each year just for primary schools in England if they are to match the improvement made in Scotland.  Glasgow spends 70p - £1 on each school meal.  75% of local education authorities in England allocate less than 50p.  The government commitment is now for 50p minimum for younger children.  The Soil Association hopes that the extra cash available and the pressure from parents and others will now induce many more schools to opt for taking meal provision back in-house, and using fresh and locally sourced supplies. Since the campaign peaked, the contracted-out food suppliers Compass, Rentokil (!) and Scolarest have all reported difficulties or had pulled out of the school meals market following the public criticism or pressure to improve from media and Local Authorities.  
  
Some lessons from this campaign: 
  
First, policy work alone would not have achieved change. It has stayed 'real' by being run at a local level, and those results were put into policy-shifting terms for subsequent lobbying. Actions and solutions were proved feasible on the ground. 
  
Second, the nutritional targets and increased use of fresh food, the literal demands, are not the ultimate objective of the campaign - to convert agriculture to organic - but that becomes almost an inevitable consequence once you start down that road. 
  
Third, tv brought the pictures, and the compelling drama of tearful dinner ladies working (unpaid) overtime to try and make proper food instead of processed rubbish.   Minor dramas but real nonetheless. Better than a million reports.
 

*****************************************************

INVITATION 

You are invited to the launch of - HOW TO WIN CAMPAIGNS by Chris Rose, Thursday 7th April 
Time: 6pm Location: Housmans Bookshop, 5 Caledonian Road, London, N1 9DX, Tel: 020 7837 4473 Closest Tube: King’s Cross St. Pancras 

RSVP Jennifer Poole 
Earthscan Publications 
8-12 Camden High Street 
London, NW1 0JH 
Tel: 020 7387 8558 
Email: jpoole@earthscan.co.uk 
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