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School Meals: Beyond the Cultural Stereotype

In cultural terms the British school meal has been portrayed in film and literature as
something to be endured rather than enjoyed, a character-forming experience for the
future elite in public schools and grammar schools alike, and consequently not some-
thing to be taken too seriously. Indeed, a legacy of smully jokes about ‘spotted dick’
further trivialised the issue, condemning the school meal w comic status. Yet a BBC
poll last year found that school dinners continued to “haunt’ people long into their adult
life, shaping their eating habits for the rest of their lives (BBC, 2003).

Far from being a trivial or comical matter, however, the school meal is at the forefront
of cutting edge debates about health and well being — so much so that the humble school
meal has become a litmus test of our commitment to sustainable development.

Our work at Cardiff University has sought to show that, through creative public
procurement, school meals could deliver a multiple dividend:

* more nutritious school food could help to reduce diet-related health problems like
obesity, cancer, heart disease and diabetes, diseases which are estimated 1o cost the
NHS some £4 billion annually

= more locally produced school meals could create new local markets for local
tfarmers and producers, affording a lifeline to hard pressed rural areas

= amore localised agri-food chain could vield environmental benefits through lower
food miles (Morgan and Morley, 2002}

Recent years have given the lie to the stereotype that the British don't care about the
quality of their food. Over the past decade there has been a revolution in the quality of
British food, with the re-discovery of local and regional products and a new emphasis
on fresh ingredients, But there are winners and losers in every revolution and the
beneficiaries of this quality revolution tend to be middle class food aficionados and the
finer restaurants. The customers of public sector catering — schools, hospitals, care
homes and the like — have yet to enjoy the benefits of this quality food revolution,
unlike their counterparts in other EU countries {Peckham and Peus, 2003).

But there is now a growing awareness of, and receptivity to the quality of food in what
we might call prosaic settings, especially in schools for example, It is not difficult to see
why this is happening. In fact the most important reasons can be summed up in two
waords — heulth and safety. Perennial food scares have forced consumers to think more
carefully about the quality of their food and the conditions under which it is produced,
This is a new and encouraging departure because the food chain - that production,

School Meals and Sustainable Food Chains 3






