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Glossary

Australian school food system

This encompasses all food consumed by Australian children during school hours, including lunchboxes
(packed lunches), school canteens (tuckshops) or catering, breakfast clubs and other charitable breakfast
or lunch programs.

Caregivers
The primary caregivers of children who are most commonly parents (mothers/fathers), but could also
include grandparents, other relatives, legal guardians and carers.

Children
All children and young people aged 4 to 18 years, enrolled in formal schooling.

Diet quality
A diversified, balanced and healthy diet, which provides energy and all essential nutrients for growth and
a healthy and active life.

Families
Members of a family including children, primary and secondary caregivers (including but not limited to
biological and non-biological parents, grandparents, and other relatives) who identify as a "family".

Five food groups
The five food groups are essential for a healthy diet, and are defined by the Australian Dietary Guidelines
[1] as:

e vegetables and legumes/beans

e fruit

e grain (cereal) foods

e |ean meat and poultry, fish, eggs, nuts and seeds and legumes/beans
¢ milk, yoghurt, cheese and dairy alternatives.

Food industry/Industry
Food industry (industry) is the term used to describe food growers, manufacturers, producers, retailers,
and food service.

Food literacy

Food literacy is defined as the “scaffolding that empowers individuals, households, communities or
nations to protect diet quality through change and strengthen dietary resilience over time. It is composed
of a collection of inter-related knowledge, skills and behaviours required to plan, manage, select, prepare
and eat food to meet needs and determine intake” [2].

Unhealthy choices

Foods and drinks that are not needed for a healthy diet and do not fit into the five food groups, and are
not environmentally sustainable. Otherwise known as “discretionary choices” “nutrient-poor choices” or
“sometimes foods”, they are high in saturated fat, added sugars, salt and/or alcohol and low in fibre and

the Australian Dietary Guidelines (2013) recommend that their consumption should be limited [1].

School food system

School food system in the context of this report captures food provided for routine eating occasions at
school. Acknowledging there are many other aspects of school food environments that can be captured
under the school food system, for example, vegetable gardens, nutrition curriculum activities etc.

Do we need school meals in Australia? i



School meals

School meals is the term used to describe a range of school provided eating occasions within the school
setting that can include breakfast, lunch, and snacks (e.g. morning, recess, afternoon). Kitchen garden
programs and cooking sessions are not captured under the definition of school meals.

School meals can also be referred to as school lunches or school dinners.

Schools

The term ‘schools’ is used to describe primary and secondary schools, regardless of whether they are
public, private or independent schools. This specifically refers to day schools, excluding boarding schools
or home schooling when food provisioning is already considered. Preschool/kindergarten, childcare and
out of school hours care services are not considered ‘schools’ as they are governed by the Australian
Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority [3], rather than My Time, Our Place — Framework for
School Age Care in Australia [4].

Universal
In the context of school meal programs, universal refers to all students having access to school provided
meals, e.g. regardless of socioeconomic background.

Do we need school meals in Australia? ii



Executive summary

Education is critical in enabling children to reach their full potential. Schools foster learning and quality
educational experiences, influencing children’s long-term physical, social, mental, and emotional health
and wellbeing, forming and transforming the futures of children. Healthy and confident children can fully
engage in learning and maximise their potential.

Over 4 million Australian children and young people attend school for 6-7 hours, 5 days a week, around
40 weeks per year from the age 4 or 5 to about 17 years. The universal reach of the school setting means
that schools are well placed to support Australian children of all backgrounds and circumstances.

Most Australian children consume one-third of their day’s food intake during school hours, equivalent to
2,400 lunches if a child completes 12 years of schooling. Over 80% of students’ lunches are considered
to be poor nutritional quality, and intake of the five food groups is well below national recommendations.
Food consumed at school is an opportunity to support all Australian children to be well nourished to better
engage in their learning, develop social skills and support growth, health and wellbeing. Currently the
Australian school food system is not structured, supported or resourced to feed children well at school
and much of this responsibility falls to caregivers.

The Australian school food system is a complex foodscape, involving multiple systems, services and
programs. This encompasses lunchboxes (packed lunches), school canteens (tuckshops) or catering,
breakfast clubs and other charitable breakfast or lunch programs. While some governance structures
exist, the system lacks coherence, and challenges exist for each component of school food provision.
Challenges for families when packing lunches can include food insecurity, time poverty, cost, food
packaging and waste, child preferences and food safety. For canteens and breakfast programs
challenges include staffing, financial viability, supply lines, and reliance on volunteers and donated food.
Teachers and schools face increased demands on their time in an already crowded curriculum. Tried and
tested health promotion strategies and efforts by the education and health sectors to improve school food
provision remain constrained by the barriers that have limited their success for decades. It is time for
transformative thinking, innovative solutions, and shared responsibility, to improve the Australian school
food system and deliver better outcomes for Australian children and young people.

School provided meals can include breakfast, lunch or snack provided to students, and sometimes staff,
at and by the school. There are numerous international examples for how school meal programs have
been implemented, in some cases for considerable periods of time. Examples implemented in Finland,
Japan, France and Italy have had ongoing success, with well documented economic, social and
environmental benefits. Conversely, school meal programs in the United Kingdom and United States of
America have had varied success, due to low compliance and low uptake, but are still seen as integral to
the school day. The benefits of school meal models, including as a way of overcoming the challenges of
lunchbox or packed lunches are being increasingly recognised. Examples of shifting from a packed lunch
to a school provided meal model can be found in New Zealand, Canada, The Netherlands and some
Nordic countries. Emergent pilot projects of school meals have been introduced locally across multiple
Australian jurisdictions (e.g., Northern Territory and Tasmania). More recently, the World Health
Organization and Food and Agriculture Organization have supported international adoption of school
meal programs.

This paper examines the role and potential for school meals as part of the broader Australian school food
system. The intent is to provoke discussion with a range of school food system stakeholders about the
current system, but also to stimulate a national conversation about what a novel future school meal
system could be. The paper uses the following headings to guide discussion: ‘Does Australia need school
provided meals?’ and ‘What could school meals in an Australian context look like?’. In posing these
guestions, the evidence for and against a school meals system are highlighted, along with posing a set of
principles and considerations to guide exploration to establish a school meal system in Australia.

Do we need school meals in Australia? iii



Does Australia need school-provided meals?

The provision of school meals has the potential to address barriers to school food provision experienced
by children, families and schools, as well as deliver educational, mental and physical health, wellbeing,
and economic benefits. School meals can support the growth, health and wellbeing and development of
students through improved nutrition and creating a sense of belonging and connection. School meals can
alleviate the impact of household food insecurity and support families by reducing the time burden,
cognitive load and caregiver shaming often associated with preparing school lunchboxes. While shifting
the school food provision responsibility from caregivers to schools could potentially disempower families,
these limitations could be addressed through local co-design of the school meal system including menus
and providing some choice to maintain autonomy.

School meals have been shown to improve attendance, classroom attention, cognition, academic
performance, behaviours that optimise learning, social skills, nutrition and health of children. There are
numerous opportunities to integrate and align school meals with the Australian curriculum. Providing
school meals can have economic benefits, through support of local business, new employment
opportunities and increased workplace productivity. Environmental benefits may also be achieved through
limiting packaging, sourcing local foods and reducing consumption of unhealthy choices. The benefits of
being able to deliver an equitable, nutritious, safe and environmentally sustainable food supply would
need to be balanced with the challenges of remote food procurement. For a school meals program to be
effective there would be substantial initial infrastructure costs and additional costs and responsibilities for
schools. A viable solution could be developed by using a strong, co-designed policy approach which
includes consideration of different financial models.

In summary, school meals are a pathway via which children can achieve their health and education
potential, while concurrently enhancing food industry and community. Australia could consider the
adoption of a school meal program to equitably support Australian children and their families.
Development of an effective school system which appropriately addresses barriers identified by
stakeholders has the potential to be widely adopted.

What could school meals in an Australian context look like?

For a successful school meals system in Australia, the unique policy, social, political and geographical
context needs to be considered. Australia has a mix of public and private sectors delivering education
opportunities, and responsibility for schools is a combination of federal, and state/territory and local
jurisdictions. School meals would require collaborative governance and policy oversight between these
sectors. Australia is a large continent, and this diverse geographic landscape requires consideration of
what school meals would look like for rural and remote schools. In addition, there are several guiding
principles, which need to be addressed to answer the key question of what school meals in an Australian
context would look like. The guiding principles include: feasibility; acceptability; economic, social and
environment sustainability; and governance.

Feasibility of school meals

Can school meals be a reality in the Australian context? Feasibility of school meals would likely require
universal adoption and consideration of the logistics of food preparation and dining in a range of school
contexts. This will include thinking about who school meals would reach and the who, what, when, where,
and how of providing school meals. For example, the infrastructure, resources/staffing, timing, and
managing unplanned disruptions. Successful international programs are underpinned by nutrition and
implementation standards that are monitored, so these could provide valuable exemplars on which to
model the Australian school meals initiative.

Do we need school meals in Australia? iv



Acceptability of school meals

Would school meals be accepted by students, caregivers, schools, and the wider community in Australia?
Students and their caregivers are the primary end-users of school meals. Their views are most crucial to
understanding what would make school meals desirable and accepted. Other stakeholders should also
be engaged in the early stages to understand their priorities and collaboratively design what a school
meals policy could look like. A co-designed approach with well-defined principles, policies and guidelines
will enable communities to create a school meal program that is locally appropriate and supports
caregiver and student autonomy and choice.

Responsibly sustainable school meals

An Australian school meals system would need to consider economic, social and environmental
sustainability and equity. To be socially responsible and sustainable, equity needs to be ensured through
a stigma free approach. To be economically sustainable, attention needs to be given to determining the
most appropriate funding source(s). Funding in international contexts has included full government
(federal, state and local) subsidisation, government funding with caregiver co-payments and public-
private partnerships. To be environmentally sustainable, consideration needs to be given to the food
supply chains and waste, across metropolitan, rural and remote areas.

Strong governance of school meals

Finally, the responsibility of school meals, that is, the sector(s) or department(s) responsible for
administering a school meals program, must be debated. Provision of school meals is a cross-cutting
initiative, potentially involving education, health, welfare, and primary industries.

A way forward

Embracing school meals in Australia requires transformative change to the existing school food system,
currently including lunchboxes, canteens and food relief programs. Achieving benefits for families,
schools and society requires reinvention of school food, rather than tweaking the current system. This
discussion paper brings to question where the responsibility to feed children well in school lies, as it is
increasingly falling on charitable organisations, in addition to families.

The time is right to start a national conversation, to figuratively put school meals on the table. This paper
sets up two questions that can stimulate and guide a national debate:

1. Do we need school meals in Australia?
2. What could school meals in the Australian context look like?

There are many players or stakeholders responsible for components of the current school food system or
could be part of an innovative approach. School meals in Australia would require a paradigm shift and will
take time. The first step is to explore this proposition from all perspectives — both in favour and against -
through stakeholder dialogue. This dialogue could then inform a national forum and the potential of a
national cross-sector coalition to inform an innovation but workable school food model(s) for Australia.

Do we need school meals in Australia? %



1. Background

1.1. Food at school and child learning, health and wellbeing
In Australia, all children aged 4 to 18 years have access to an education regardless of background or
circumstance. Over 4 million Australian children and young people attend school [5]. In addition to
delivering a quality learning program, schools also support physical, social, mental and emotional health
and wellbeing of children [6]. The Australian Curriculum aims to develop all young Australians to become
“successful learners, confident and creative individuals, and active and informed citizens” [7]. The
Australian Health Council (previously Council of Australian Governments Health and Education Council)
envision that all Australian schools have a healthy food and drink culture to maximise student wellbeing
and achievement [8]. This vision emphasises the importance of creating a culture that values health and
wellbeing, and provides engaging mealtimes alongside quality learning opportunities to achieve best
practice in schools [8]. Recently, the National Preventive Health Strategy 2021-2030 and National Obesity
Strategy 2022-2032, both identified schools as key prevention partners and settings to support healthier
environments [9-11].

The food commonly available to children while at school is currently not aligned with national dietary
guidelines [1, 12, 13]. What children eat at school can significantly influence their academic performance,
behaviour, concentration and attendance [14-16]. Providing children with food that contradicts what they
are being taught and the broader health strategies undermines the development of consistent, positive
relationships with food. Foods commonly consumed at school also impact the environment, due to
frequent schooltime consumption of processed, packaged foods [12, 17], undermining the sustainability
agenda. Additionally, school mealtimes are under-utilised as an opportunity to educate about health
literacy, sustainability, personal and social capability, and social learning opportunities over the shared
experience of eating.

Mealtimes in Australian primary schools are short in duration, leading to children quickly consuming food
before play [18, 19]. As a result, children are missing another opportunity to mindfully consume food and
build social connections with peers and educators. Social connections are crucial to building personal and
social capabilities, to enable social learning about food and to create a healthy eating culture and
community that fosters health and wellbeing [20].

1.1 Importance of schools for health and wellbeing
Schools are recognised as a key health promotion setting nationally and internationally. The World Health
Organisation have identified schools as an important setting to create an enabling environment for
children and promote healthy eating and good nutrition [21]. Children in Australia are spending between
6-7 hours in school daily [22] and typically attend formal schooling from the age of 4 or 5, until the age of
17 or 18 [23]. These years are critical for habit formation, preference development and growth, and are
strongly associated with health and behaviours in later life [24, 25]. Currently, the diets of Australian
children are nutritionally inadequate [12]. An estimated 1.2 million Australian children were living in food
insecure households in 2021 [26], with some children not having enough food to eat during school. There
are established health and educational benefits of providing children with a balanced, nutritious, and
diverse diet [14-16, 27, 28].

1.2. The current Australian school food system
The current Australian school food system includes several provision options or models, including food
brought from home (lunchboxes), canteens/tuckshops or other catering offerings, breakfast clubs and
other breakfast and lunch programs (e.g. FoodBank, OzHarvest, Second Bite, Kickstart for Kids, EatUp,
Loaves & Fishes Tasmania). Lunchbox models involve children consuming food during school that is

Do we need school meals in Australia? 1



provided by caregivers or caregivers from home. Children are often able to also purchase food, or
families can pre-order items from a canteen/tuckshop (e.g. a small shop within the school with food
available for purchase) or an external food provider [29].

Canteen services can be either school-run, relying on volunteers, employed staff, or a combination of
paid staff and volunteers, or outsourced to private industry, typically as a for-profit service and may
operate across varying days of the school week [30]. Food options in canteens are guided by the school’s
canteen policy, underpinned by national dietary guidelines that considers the local jurisdiction or state-
based policy (e.g. [31, 32]) as well as national canteen food provision guidelines [33]. Many state-based
strategies are mandatory for government schools, but this has not necessarily translated into compliance,
likely due to the lack of active enforcing or monitoring of guideline adherence [30]. Lack of compliance is
further compounded by pricing structures that do not encourage the purchase of healthy items, with
healthier ‘green’ main-meal items up to 33% and 20% more expensive than less healthy options (‘amber’
and ‘red’ items) in primary and secondary schools respectively [34]. In most jurisdictions, canteens are
supported by not-for-profit associations, for example, School Food Matters (previously The Tasmanian
School Canteen Association) [35], Western Australian School Canteen Association [36], the NSW Healthy
Kids Association [37], Queensland Association of School Tuckshops [38]. These organisations are funded
through memberships, government grants and project funding.

Some schools also offer breakfast or lunch programs, commonly as food relief, predominantly
implemented by charities or provide emergency lunches to children in need on an ad hoc basis (e.g., [39-
41]). School food relief programs have the primary purpose of feeding children who may be coming to
school hungry, with services commonly provided by charities and non-government organisations. Food
relief programs are not strictly guided by nutrition standards, despite some programs receiving
government funding and support. Food relief, including breakfast and lunch programs have grown in
adoption rates over recent years, demonstrating a growing demand for food provision in schools [26, 39,
42, 43]. Food relief programs have benefits for children’s health and behavioural outcomes, and
evaluations of school breakfast program provision indicate improvements in school performance and
attendance [16]. However, implementation of these programs is ad hoc, predicated on availability of
donated food items and volunteer time, not governed by nutrition standards and widespread
implementation is further limited by unsustainable funding models [40].

Many schools do not provide refrigeration or reheating facilities for packed lunchbox foods, which limits
options for food provision of cold meals not temperature stable in a lunchbox for up to five hours.
Insulated lunchboxes and ice-bricks provide a safer alternative. Regardless, a US study found over 90%
of lunch items are at unsafe temperatures shortly before being consumed even with multiple ice packs
[44]. As a result, food safety is a common concern of Australian caregivers, described as a factor
preventing packing healthier food items [45].

The current Australian school food system contrasts with most other countries with developed economies,
which have school-provided meal systems in place, providing a safety net for food insecure families and
improving the diet quality of children [16].

1.2.1 Children’s food consumption at school

Australian children are consuming over one-third of their daily energy intake during school hours, forming
a considerable proportion of their overall nutritional intake [12]. When considering the time children spend
at school, they are consuming around 2400 lunches across their schooling years. Children consume,
almost half (44%) their energy intake, during school hours from unhealthy choices [1, 12].

The lunchbox school meal model encourages provision of cold/temperature stable, pre-prepared foods,
limiting opportunity for cooked dishes, which can restrict variety and provision of a range of cultural foods.
Most families opt for convenient, safe food and child-preferred options, with over half of Australian

Do we need school meals in Australia? 2



children consuming bread or a sandwich during school [46-48]. Unhealthy choices are seen in nearly all
lunchboxes, with 82% of children consuming one or more serves of these products during school hours
[12]. The most common unhealthy choices consumed at school include processed meats (such as ham,
salami, devon/fritz/polony), sweet and savoury biscuits, muesli bars and potato crisps [12, 47-49]. These
choices typically displace foods from the five core food groups, both during school hours and across the
day [12, 50], contributing to children not meeting daily dietary guideline recommendations. For example,
less than 10% of Australian children and adolescents meet the recommended serves of vegetables [51].
Within school hours most children consumed less than one serve of vegetables, meat and alternatives or
milk and alternatives [12].

1.2.2 Challenges and limitations of the current Australian school food system

Caregivers have reported numerous barriers to provision of lunchboxes, including time, child preferences,
cost and convenience [52, 53]. Specifically, an international review of caregivers’ views on packing school
lunches highlighted concerns about time available to eat during lunch [19], school food regulations,
(including food allergy and healthy food policies), and food safety concerns [52]. For both caregivers and
children, shaming of lunchboxes by peers and school staff is prevalent, resulting in further difficulties with
food provisioning and preventing children from developing healthy relationships with food [53-55]. Costs
associated with food provisioning, both in terms of time and healthy food affordability, is a major
consideration for caregivers and canteen facilities that can lead to the provision of less healthy, quick-to-
prepare choices [52, 56]. To add to this, there are numerous prepared food items marketed as child or
lunchbox friendly options, which are often unhealthy [57].

Currently in Australia the large burden of providing school food is primarily falling onto caregivers, with
secondary duties sometimes being placed on teachers to ensure that the food provided in lunchboxes is
healthy and sufficient. A common strategy to improve school food is the implementation of school
lunchbox guidelines which govern food provision, including nutrition or ‘nude-food’ policies [54, 58, 59]*.
When implemented with supporting programs these guidelines have improved lunchbox nutrition quality
[60, 61], however these programs do not address all barriers to providing lunchboxes that caregivers
experience. Further, strict lunchbox policies have been heavily critiqued by caregivers, who feel their
choices are being policed and barriers for provision of healthier options are not appropriately considered,
instead placing further demands on families and contributing to feelings of shame [54, 55, 62].

In the last two decades, there have been numerous previous health promotion programs to improve the
nutritional quality of lunchbox contents of Australian children (e.g., [63]). However, there have been no
significant changes to the school food system to address the barriers experienced by caregivers, or major
adaptations to the system to consider the changing needs of Australian families. Interventions have not
had a widespread impactful change on the quality of foods provided, with no changes in lunchbox trends
over 15 years [12, 49, 64]. At the same time, there have been differing messages between health
promotion approaches and school fundraisers and celebrations. Such, these contradictory approaches
can further confuse families [65]. Furthermore, food insecurity experienced by families Australia-wide is
not being sufficiently addressed, with a notable proportion of this responsibility falling onto charitable,
volunteer-led associations [43]. There are ongoing issues with a siloed approach, where health promotion

1 ‘Nude-food’ policies align with the sustainability agenda and encourages unprocessed, unpackaged
foods. The movement has resulted in a significant lunch container industry which is not necessarily
affordable for all families and has potentially unintended consequences such as shame and poor
relationships with food (54).
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efforts fail to work closely with education. Therefore, there is potential to think outside the lunchbox, and
transform the Australian school food system to provide local employment and business opportunities
while simultaneously reducing the burden on families, teachers, and food relief programs to create a
supported school meal program.

1.3. Transforming the Australian school food system

1.3.1 History of school meal programs

A school meal program provides a meal to students, and sometimes staff, in the form of breakfast, lunch
and/or snacks (e.g., fruit or vegetables) in the school setting, supplied by the school. These programs are
recognised by the United Nations Children’s Fund and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations as contributing to the wellbeing and education of children [66]. Most countries with
developed economies have adopted a school meal system, including but not limited to, the United States
(USA), United Kingdom (UK), Finland, Italy, Sweden and Japan [67-71]. The widespread adoption of
school meal systems is supported by the School Meals Coalition, an initiative across international
governments and partners aiming to improve, establish and scale-up food and education systems [72].
The Coalition supports government and partners to improve school meal quality and improve systems
globally to ensure all children can thrive [72]. School meal programs were originally designed to provide
meals to children living with poverty [73]. In more recent times, school meal programs have been
reconceptualised to not only positively impact on growth, cognitive performance and provide financial
relief to families, but to also improve diet quality, food knowledge and dietary behaviours of school-aged
children [74]. There have been different political agendas over time that have driven and shaped school
meal programs [70, 75]. International evidence has shown widespread benefits of school meal programs
[16, 74] and these could be used as a template for the design of an Australian school meal system.

There are several large global organisations and initiatives that support the principles of school meals.
The Food and Agriculture Organization recognise the importance of school meal programs to achieve
children’s human rights to food, education and health [76]. The 2019 Food and Agriculture Organization
report highlights several key recommendations for school meal programs in low- and middle-income
countries including changing focus to nutritional quality rather than simply addressing hunger [77].
School meal programs provide an avenue to progress several of the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals, including zero hunger, good health and wellbeing, quality education, as well as
responsible consumption and production [78]. School meals are further supported by the World Health
Organization’s Nutrition-Friendly Schools Initiative framework, where school meals are one component of
the framework [79].

1.3.2 Contemporary adoption of school meal programs

Currently, there is growing interest in the adoption of school meal programs nationally and internationally.
Trials to implement school meal systems are underway in New Zealand, Canada, Netherlands, and
Denmark, motivated by similar concerns raised in the Australian school food system [80-84]. There are
emerging school meal program initiatives in various parts of Australia, which span government and
independent schools. These recent examples of school meal programs cite food relief, caregiver burden,
improved education outcomes and the creation of a strong sense of school community as key drivers for
the transformation [85, 86]. Within Australia, school meals have been identified by a range of
stakeholders as an alternative to the current school food system [87]. Transformation is further supported
in a 2021 survey of caregivers’ views on Australian primary school food, with half (53%) of caregivers’
responses agreeing that healthy, free school lunches should be provided to all students [88].

Examples in the Australian context include the Tasmanian School Canteen Association partnering with
researchers to explore the potential of school lunch programs [85]. The initial pilot in three schools in
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Tasmania in 2020 received positive feedback from all those involved, and has since received funding
from the Tasmanian Government to be upscaled to 30 schools in 2022-23 [85]. Further, there are existing
school meal programs in the Northern Territory, introduced as part of the Northern Territory Emergency
Response in 2007, and as of 2017 was implemented in 72 schools across 63 communities. The
evaluation indicated positive benefits for children, families and communities, including generating local
employment and increasing school attendance [89]. Interest in a school meal system across Australia is
clearly evidenced by the growing uptake of food relief programs, in addition to a wide array of food,
cooking and education programs employed across the school sector typically provided outside of the
education sector by not-for profit agencies (e.g. OzHarvest, Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden
Program) [39, 86, 90-92].

1.4, Purpose of the discussion paper
This paper sets out to summarise the current state of play for the Australian school food system. A
snapshot of the evidence provides a rationale for the potential for transforming the Australian school food
system and of the lessons learned internationally. The intent is to bring together the range of stakeholders
of the current and a future school meal system to explore this proposition from all perspectives. This will
inform a national forum and the potential of a national cross-sector coalition to inform an innovative but
workable school food model(s) for Australia.

The case for school meals has been constructed using the headings 1) Do we need school meals? And
2) What would school meals in an Australian context look like? In using this structure, the arguments for
and against a school meals system are highlighted, along with the principles and considerations in
establishing a school meal system in Australia. Key questions to guide further discussion are presented in
each section
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2. Do we need school meals in Australia?

School meals are associated with a range of benefits for children, families, schools, communities and
society, however, there are barriers to achieving these benefits. Transformation of the school food system
has considerable potential to address the barriers for food provision experienced by families and
stakeholders under the current predominately caregiver-provided school food system. This section
focuses on the educational benefits, health and wellbeing benefits, and economic benefits.

Box 1: Summary of potential key benefits of school meals and challenges with transforming the system

Key benefits
Health and wellbeing

Improved diet
quality

Food insecurity
addressed

Improved sense of Reduced caregiver
belonging and connection mental and time burdens

Child-caregiver
relationships supported

Reduced risk of illness
and chronic disease

Teacher-student
relationships supported

Improved link between
learning and nutrition

Education

Increased school
attendance

Enhanced integrated
learning opportunities

across curricula
Improved school

performance
Increased academic

achievement — student
and school based

Improved school
engagement

Economic

Investment in local food
systems

Reduced packaging and
waste

Redirection of family
finances to other
priorities (e.g., housing,
utilities, extracurricular
activities)

Greater caregiver
capacity for work

Increased employment
opportunities

Do we need school meals in Australia?

Initial outlay and upkeep of infrastructure

Lack of food procurement systems

Determining sources of funding (e.g., user pay,
co-investment)

Reduced empowerment of /[resistance from
families

Increased reliance on school meals (i.e., impacting
weekend and holiday food provision)

Greater cross-sectoral action from education,
health, food industry and environmental sectors

Increased risks for food safety and allergens

Catering to dietary requirements including allergens,
intolerance, cultural, choice and food preferences

Ensuring food provided is of high nutritional quality
and acceptable to children and families

Increased staffing and training requirements

Increased teacher responsibilities

Replacing the canteen with school meals could
reduce school revenue



2.1. Children and Families

For children, school meals have the potential to reduce the impact of household food insecurity and ease
lunchbox burdens, providing a guaranteed, nutritious and substantial meal on each school day. Other
benefits for children identified internationally include improved school attendance and classroom attention
[16, 93, 94]. Systematic reviews have found positive associations between universal school lunch and
academic performance, with children receiving school meals performing higher on standardised tests,
compared with children consuming packed lunches brought from home [14, 16]. These improvements
have been attributed to a combination of improved nutrition and increased attendance at school [16]. The
same review also found improvements in children’s behaviours and social skills with the provision of
school meals [16].

Provision of healthy, balanced school meals governed by nutrition standards that are strongly aligned with
national dietary guidelines can improve children’s diet quality [16]. In addition to direct benefits of
improved healthy food consumption seen during school hours, diets of children outside of school hours
may be positively influenced [95]. As a result, there is potential for improved health outcomes of children
including development of healthy dietary habits and reducing incidence of overweight and obesity,
reducing long-term health care costs for families and burdens placed on healthcare systems. In schools
where both school meals and packed lunch options are available, the nutritional quality, variety and food
group provision of school meals are notably greater [96-99]. However, to achieve school meals of
appropriate nutritional quality the program must be implemented with strong policies regulating potential
food provisioning [100].

Eating socially builds connections, and those who eat socially are more likely to feel better about
themselves and have a stronger social network [101]. School meals have the potential to create a sense
of belonging and connection for children. By consuming a shared meal children can engage in
observational learning and active participation in conversation [102], allowing for a learning opportunity
about mealtime behaviours from peers and teachers, and potentially caregivers if they are involved.
Creating a shared meal environment in Australian schools can improve social outcomes, by providing
opportunities to role model behaviours and encourage social interaction. What or how much children eat
is highly influenced by social facilitation, indicating observing peers or teachers consuming a school meal
may reduce the incidence of fussy eating—a common concern of caregivers [103]. Additionally, reviews
have found that children model the healthy eating habits of caregivers and peers when eating socially
[104]. All children being offered the same foods reduces potential for food shaming and bullying
experienced with lunchbox systems [54] and guarantees children all have enough food to consume at
school. This contributes to the creation of an equitable school meal system, ensuring children from all
socio-economic backgrounds are provided with a nutritious, safe and reliable food supply.

CASE STUDY: SCHOOL MEALS INCREASING HEALTH,
WELLBEING, AND SENSE OF BELONGING

Interviews with students, parent/caregivers, teachers and principals involved in the 2020 Tasmanian School Lunch Pilot revealed school
lunches had observable impacts on the wellbeing of students [85]:

“You go out there and you can see everyone's happy, you know, they're all smiley, they're all talking about their food, they're talking about their
day, all that sort of thing, it really does build a good, a good community, a good sense of belonging.” (Principal)

“Our son is coming home happier and content.” (Parent)

“Ifthey've got a well-fuelled fuel tank, their engines running right, whole systems good to go, they can learn.” (Canteen manager)

“We had more students coming more regularly. We also have students who had very low attendance coming a lot more of the time.” (Principal)
“Really big positive changes in the disengaged students... Just being here more regularly and wanting to be here. And also their parents wanting
them to be here." (Principal)

“Also good that there’s no "competition" between him and his friend as to what they are having for lunch in their lunch boxes.” (Parent)

“I found my daughter was more settled when she came home from school, like she seemed like she wasn't like cranky and tired.” (Parent)

“I liked how | could sit and have a conversation with my friends and have a cooked meal.” (Student)

“Students enjoyed the relaxed time sitting and chatting with their peers whilst eating their lunch.” (Teacher)

“Children develop skills in co-operation, time management and eating etiquette.” (Principal)
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Additionally, for caregivers a school meal system would reduce the cognitive load and time burdens
associated with planning, ordering or packing school lunches, barriers which are common in lunchbox
centred provision systems [52]. Caregivers involved in the Tasmanian school meal program pilot,
described feeling less stressed with food provisioning and appreciated the convenience [85]. Teachers
reported the school meal system reduced pressure on caregivers, by ensuring children were provided
with a nutritious meal during school [85]. By adopting a school meal program, the policing of lunchboxes
and caregiver shaming can be eliminated, while addressing the school food provision barriers identified
by caregivers. However, it is important to consider the impacts for familial and child autonomy and
concerns surrounding catering to child preferences. Implementation of a school meal system could
reduce the autonomy of families regarding food choice for school consumption, with all children being fed
according to the school menu. The school-provided meal system may also have reduced capacity to cater
for children with specific food preferences and dietary requirements, as international school meal systems
have faced challenges with labelling and lack of guidance about providing dietary-suitable meals [105].

School meal programs may reduce the development and use of children’s food preparation skills,
employed when packing their own lunchboxes [106]. However, these limitations could be addressed
through using a model of co-design within schools, allowing school communities to design a school meal
system that meets certain guiding principles but is bespoke to the needs of the school and broader
community. This would include the development of menus that cater to family and child preferences and
involvement of children in school food preparation. Such a design would allow for provision of culturally
appropriate and diverse options, and meal choices to maintain children’s food autonomy or cater to
dietary requirements.

There are wider benefits that could be seen beyond school hours, including reducing the financial strain
on families to provide lunch foods. This is shown in the World Food Programme cost-benefit analysis of
school feeding programs, with a major benefit being the additional income to the household, by reduced
food and healthcare costs [107]. Provision of a school meal also reduces financial strain on the family
food budgets, potentially allowing for the redistribution of funds. This can result in enhancing expenditure
on other meals, allowing for nutritious food to be consumed by the family across all mealtimes or to pay
for housing, utilities or extracurricular activities. However, families may develop reliance on the school
meal program, posing challenges for weekend days and holidays. Therefore, Australian food provision
avenues and food system structures would need to be considered holistically to effectively address food
insecurity across the community.

/ \
) CASE STUDY: CAREGIVER/PARENTS INTEREST IN SCHOOL («

Interviews with parents from the 2020 Tasmanian School Lunch Pilot found parents enjoyed the variety and convenience of having a
free meal provided to their child daily [85]:

“It made the morning school routine less stressful and enjoyable for both the kids and I.” (Parent)

“No morning arguments about lunch boxes.” (Parent)

“INot having to make sandwiches that my child wouldn't even eat.” (Parent)

“Not having to make lunches and think of new lunch box items to help keep my son interested in his lunch.” (Parent)

“A big saving on making his lunch - both $ and time wise.” (Parent)

When parents were asked to provide feedback on what they disliked about the school lunch pilot, most parents spoke highly of the pilot:
“Nothing. It was fantastic.” (Parent)

“I liked all of it, | couldn't fault it." (Parent)

“No negatives whatsoever.” (Parent)
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2.2. Schools

School meal systems have been associated with improvements in teacher-reported student behaviour, a
decrease in child absences, credited to meals acting as an attendance incentive and increased intake of
healthful foods reducing incidence of iliness [16]. As a result, school performance and academic reports
from standardised testing can be improved, potentially boosting school revenue and enrolment rates [15,
108]. To achieve these benefits, logistical challenges of introducing a school meal system on the
individual school level will need to be addressed.

Schools can use mealtimes as an opportunity for integrated learning. School meals can be applied across
key curricula including health, science, mathematics, social studies, design and technology, home
economics and sustainability [20]. Student involvement within the school meal system, including food
preparation and service, can provide experiential learning and contribute to building child food literacy
[74]. Integration of school meals with education opportunities has been successful in improving the
appreciation and willingness to try unfamiliar healthy foods [74]. Food education can be integrated
laterally in other school topics, with school meals acting as a catalyst to improve the continuity of healthy
food, environmental and industry discussions across the curriculum. However, concerns have been
raised regarding the loss of vertical curriculum integrity—that is, building lessons in one discipline area
rather than integrating knowledge across disciplines—would need to be considered. Extending dedicated
eating times in schools can enable children to engage in food learning and build healthy food and peer
relationships [20]. Schools can create a positive food culture and create established foundations for
children to make informed food choices, while improving education quality and academic outcomes [8].

2.3. Society

School meals have the potential to produce numerous societal benefits including supporting the
development of thriving communities, creating industry and employment opportunities, enhancing the
economy, and reducing environmental impact.

2.3.1. Thriving communities, industry and employment opportunities
Provision of school meals could ease caregiver burden and contribute towards sharing the load amongst
the community, creating the village required to raise future generations. School meals can be used to
create a community hub within the school setting. This can be achieved through the generation of
opportunities for the wider community and involvement of people across a range of sectors within the
school environment. Engagement of children and staff in a shared meal allows for strengthening of
community ties and creation of social networks [74]. There are opportunities for meal provision to be
extended to members of the local community, creating intergenerational opportunities, reducing food
waste and acting as local food relief, while creating a sense of community unity [109].

Economically, there are potential benefits for industry and families, including creation of new employment
opportunities and enabling significant financial influx to local industry. Evaluation of the Northern Territory
school meals program highlighted positive outcomes in terms of local employment opportunities, directly
by employing staff to prepare meals, but also indirectly through caregivers having the capacity to work
due to increased child attendance at school [89]. This program also revealed challenges and unintended
consequences, including diminished parental responsibility, which should inform future program
refinements [89]. Provision of school meals would reduce demands on families, creating a value
proposition of increased workforce productivity resulting from reallocated time and physical resources.
Incorporation of local farmers, wholesalers and retailers and integrating local food systems will contribute
to generating community interest and increase rates of program adoption by stakeholders. This allows for
creation of an efficient and effective circular economy, with schools and industry creating a revenue
relationship and contributing to the feasibility of maintaining the program. However, the benefits
economically and socially have not been quantified in the Australian population and is an area requiring
investigation. There are also substantial initial and ongoing costs which would be associated with
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development, implementation, and maintenance of a school meal system. Internationally, school meals
have had limitations, which can be widely credited to inadequate funding and poor policy implementation
and adherence. However, cost benefit analyses of school meals have determined there are high rates of
return on investment of USD$3 to $10 for every dollar invested [107]. This return on investment is due to
improved health, education and increased productivity across the lifespan [107]. Other countries have
shown the benefits of school meal programs outweigh costs, and therefore can be a viable and
worthwhile investment [110, 111].

2.3.2. Environmental benefits
Increased sustainability and environmental benefits at school, local and industry levels can also be
achieved in a school meal system. Bulk preparation of food for all children would reduce individual
packaging commonly seen in lunchboxes and canteen items, which would in turn improve alignment with
school waste or “nude-food” policies [58]. As a result, this would also improve overall school waste
production, with recent estimates finding that 30 million litres of waste, at a cost of $527,000 is sent to
landfill from South Australian State schools every year [112]. Through reducing waste, including food
waste and packing, there is opportunity to reduce environmental impacts, in addition to reducing waste
management costs. To achieve such environmental benefits would require reusable crockery and cutlery
and investment in low water usage washing facilities. Additional environmental benefits would be
achieved through limiting provision of resource intensive, processed and packaged unhealthy choices,
which are major contributors to greenhouse gas emissions [17]. Instead, food provision would focus,
where feasible, on fresh, unpackaged foods which have undergone little processing, improving food
sustainability. Although food procurement challenges in remote areas may limit the feasibility of local,
fresh food provision, this can be addressed through designing a menu appropriate for the available
resources. Implementing a school-provided meal system can provide opportunities for supporting local
industry, through sourcing local, sustainable, and seasonal food which concurrently reduces food miles
[113]. School meals which are prepared onsite, and feature locally procured, minimally processed foods
can reduce fossil fuel consumption and reduce energy input required for meal production [114]. Design of
a menu through an environmental lens would feature local, minimally processed wholegrains and fresh
fruit and vegetables, which inherently aligns with national dietary guidelines. However, all menu design
will need to involve cross-sectoral collaboration to achieve the optimal environmental, nutrition, economic
and acceptability outcomes.

2.4. Summary
School meals are a potential pathway to children achieving their health and education capabilities, while
concurrently enhancing food industry and community. At present, Australia is being left behind while other
comparable countries internationally seek to support children’s health and education potential by
providing meals at school. Potential benefits to children and families, schools, and society are not without
their challenges, however there is potential for a school meals system to reach academic, nutrition,
environmental and economic benefits, not previously attained within the longstanding existing provision
systems. Achieving such benefits for families, schools and society has challenges in the predominantly
caregiver provided school meal system. Therefore, Australia should consider the adoption of a school
meal program to equitably engage Australian families. Development of an effective school system which
appropriately addresses barriers identified by stakeholders has the potential to be widely adopted as one
strategy within a holistic approach to address health and wellbeing. However, more discussion is required
to understand the design of a school meal program in the Australian setting.
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3. What could school meals in an Australian context look
like?

For a successful school meals system in Australia, the unique social, political and geographical context
needs to be considered. Australia has a mix of public and private sectors delivering education
opportunities. School meals would require collaborative governance and policy oversight between these
sectors. Australia is large continent; this diverse geographic landscape requires consideration of what
school meals would look like for rural and remote schools. In addition, there are several guiding
principles, which need to be addressed to answer the key question of what school meals in an Australian
context would look like. The guiding principles include: feasibility; acceptability; economic, social and
environment sustainability; and governance.

3.1. Feasibility of school meals
Ensuring feasibility of school meals will require exploring universal reach and working through the
logistics of food preparation and dining in the school setting. This will include thinking about who school
meals would reach and the who, what, when, where, how of providing school meals. For example,
consideration will need to be given to infrastructure, resources/staffing, timing, management of unplanned
disruptions and adherence to nutrition and implementation standards.

3.1.1 Consideration of a universal approach

Introduction of a school meal system would provide children with a safe, nourishing and reliable food
supply. However, it is important to consider who would be provided with school meals. A universal school
meal system would provide all children who attend school in Australia with meal/s at school irrespective of
their financial situation. Alternative (that is not universal) school meal systems focus on provision of meals
to children who are living in families experiencing low incomes or disadvantage.

Currently, children in Australia generally have poor diet quality during school hours, regardless of family
socio-economic circumstances and location, meaning all children are at risk of having poor health
outcomes [12]. Diet quality also worsens with child age, with increased contribution from unhealthy
choices being associated with older children [115]. Providing support for the implementation of a universal
approach could contribute to addressing this poor diet quality.

Further, a universal approach may need to adopt principles of progressive universalism, striving to
provide food for everyone, while prioritising the needs of children experiencing the highest levels of
disadvantage. This approach would also need to consider how to ensure the program is equitable across
schools located in areas where food costs may be higher or food access is limited.

A universal school meal system would allow all children to access healthy food and has the potential to
improve the diet quality of all children. School meals would also ensure that no child is hungry at school.
A universal school meal system, across all schooling years, socio-economic areas and school types may
also be needed to provide the scale for a sustainable system. See the section below on economic
sustainability for more details on the pros and cons of a universal approach.
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3.1.2 Logistics of school meals

There are several logistic considerations underpinning the feasibility for a school meal system, including
food supply, preparation and dining. Food procurement challenges are a key factor in ensuring regional
and remote Australian schools have year-round food availability. As a result, menu design at the school
level will depend on local food supply chains but also need to factor in the power of collaborative
procurement. Nationally, schools will need to implement risk management strategies to safeguard against
food shortages or procurement challenges (e.g., due to major weather events). School food systems will
need to be designed to take into consideration seasonal food availability, for cost-effectiveness and ease
of procurement.

There are a range of potential models for school meals, all of which have resource implications in the
Australian context. Key school meal models include:

¢ On-site food preparation — where ingredients are sourced, and food is prepared on the school site
by suitably qualified staff supported by volunteers and students. A local food system farm-to-
school model has been implemented in over 42% of school districts in the USA (112). This model
operates in countries such as Japan, USA and UK.

o Off-site food preparation — where meals are provided by a private contractor who supplies pre-
cooked meals (fresh, chilled or frozen) [116]. These meals could be in single serves or in bulk
requiring on-site staff to serve and heat. This has been implemented in New Zealand [116].

e A combination of the above. This combined model occurs in Finland and Ireland.

Most Australian schools have not been built with adequate facilities to prepare or serve school meals for
all students, however there are opportunities to repurpose canteen facilities or food technology spaces
and use classrooms as dining spaces. Further, some recently built schools have included larger kitchen
or catering facilities, which would be suitable to house on-site food preparation. To have a school meal
program in Australia will require infrastructure to support the selected food service model. The food
service model does not need to be universal but rather aligned with the needs of the school community.
This infrastructure would include space and equipment for food storage, food preparation, food delivery
(both to the school and to students within the school) and washing up. Space would also need to be
provided for dining, ensuring suitable facilities to consume school meals. Both in-class and dining hall
models exist internationally. The dining experience facilitates social interaction and the development of
personal capabilities, and as such there is evidence that enablers include ensuring adequate room for all
students and enough time (excluding play time) to obtain food and to eat. Students should not have to
trade-off eating time for playing time. Short mealtimes have also been implicated in disrupted appetite
mechanisms, further reinforcing this requirement [117].

Even with repurposing facilities there is not sufficient existing resourcing including staffing to cover food
preparation, serving and monitoring mealtimes; the increasing resource burden cannot fall on teachers
[39, 90]. A school meal program will require additional, suitably qualified staff for food service
provisioning. These staffing challenges could be addressed by using the currently under-valued workforce
in school canteens who have working knowledge of the sector [87], new employment avenues including
intergenerational opportunities [89], with optional approach of involving students in food preparation,
serving and washing up. Successful implementation will require the delivery of accredited training and
professional development opportunities to improve the nutrition and food literacy of staff employed to
implement school food programs [118].

There are opportunities for teachers to be involved in a school meal program, by consuming school meals
themselves and role modelling mealtime behaviour, as well as within classroom activities through links to
the curriculum. In Japan and Korea, the school meal is strongly linked to food and nutrition education
strengthening understanding of food production, transportation, consumption and culture. Called shokuiku
the school meal program and curriculum are supported by a comprehensive network of nutrition teachers
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who are dietitians overseeing the school meal service and nutrition education [119] (see Case study). In
Australia there is opportunity to align with Australian curriculum 9.0, including the sustainability pillar
[120]. This could also involve the integration of kitchen garden programs, which successfully use food
education principles, into the school meal program [121].

Further, logistical considerations need to be tailored to the individual school regarding access to local
food suppliers, particularly for rural and regional schools, or ready-made bulk meals, menu planning,
timing of meals, links with curriculum and classroom activities and teacher inclusion.

CASE STUDY: FOOD EDUSR;»}Q(\)NN AND SCHOOL MEALS IN

Japan has one of the lowest rates of childhood obesity within a high income country context in the world at about 5%. One of the
contributing factors is the school lunch program that is part of broader dietary education (Shokuiku) that encompasses principles of
portion size, regulated nutrition standards and broader appreciation of food culture and producers. The name of the programme
translates to diet (Shoku) and growth and education (iku). The development of the acts, that underpin the school lunch program
involved all areas of government, and was passed despite objections regarding individual choice and interference in the family dining
room [122].

In Japan, unlike the USA and the UK, children have little choice regarding menu items [123]. However, one of the key differences for
the school lunch program in Japan is that it is positioned as part of the education curricula. Homeroom teachers support the process
empowering children actively engage in the process from meal preparation to clean up. Teachers are encouraged to eat with
students and to provide instruction but there is recognition that the level of instruction and engagement is highly variable [124]. Local
governments subsidise up to 50% of cost of school meals with only 4% of primary and junior high schools providing free meals [124].
Instrumental to the successful implementation of the school lunch program and shokuiku is the deployment of a diet and nutrition
teachers. There are two types of registered dietitians working in schools in Japan. The school dietitian is responsible for the
management of the school lunch program and for general nutrition promotion within the school. The nutrition teacher has both
dietetic and teacher qualifications and is responsible for direct classroom nutrition education as well as individual consultations with
children [125].

3.1.3 Unplanned disruptions

Design of a successful school meal system should consider unplanned disruptions that may occur during
the school year. This includes disruptions due to COVID-19 pandemic and natural disasters. It is
important to consider the reliance which families may develop for the school meal system, where
unplanned disruptions to the school term may result in significant food provision burdens. International
systems have utilised a range of methods to address this including continuation of meal provision through
pick-up or delivery of pre-prepared meals or distribution of ingredients intended for school meal
preparation [126, 127]. These recent international examples, where schools have adapted how they
deliver school meals during unplanned disruptions, provide support for similar approaches that could be
used in a school meals system in Australia.

3.2. Acceptability of school meals
Students and their caregivers are the primary end-users of school meals. Their views are most crucial to
understanding what would make school meals desirable and accepted. Many other stakeholders in the
current or proposed school meal system should also be engaged in the early stages to understand their
priorities and together design what school meals should look like. Other stakeholders include school staff,
canteen staff, the broader community including business owners, farmers, wholesalers and the charitable
sector, and local government [128]. Co-design approaches with several stakeholders need to be
considered from the outset. A transformed Australian school meal system needs to be co-designed with
children, families, schools, and communities. A co-designed approach based on guiding principles,
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policies and guidelines will enable communities to create a school meal program that is locally contextual
and that enhances caregiver and student autonomy and choice.

Stakeholder perspectives, particularly from families, regarding the adoption of an Australian school meal
system are still poorly understood. There is an opportunity for the Australian school meal system to be co-
designed by all stakeholders to develop nuanced understandings of geographic and socioeconomic
contexts. Therefore, co-design and national conversations are required to understand stakeholder interest
and factors influencing acceptability. The co-design process builds engagement and will contribute to
alleviating teacher and caregiver concerns regarding food quality and the onus of responsibility. Placing
the needs of students, particularly those living in more complex social circumstances, at the centre of
decision-making, may alleviate many of the doubts of staff, caregivers and volunteers [40]. The co-design
approach also acknowledges that schools vary in the resources they can mobilise which is highly
dependent on school location and size. Involvement of the school and broader community can identify
innovative and creative solutions to improving the implementation of an effective school meal program
[39, 129-131].

Further, school meals need to be able to support student and family autonomy by optimising individual
choice, providing culturally appropriate options, and dietary requirements. There is a growing body of
evidence indicating the importance of students being given choice regarding the types of foods and where
and how the food is consumed. Concerns have been raised regarding the lack of, or limited range of,
choices for school meal programs provided through charitable organisations [39]. Choices also need to
be aligned with the school community so that culturally safe items are available [132] and the needs of
children with ongoing medical conditions or dietary requirements can be met [133]. Food quality and
quantity will also need to be a priority, to prevent provision of inadequate food which will not be consumed
by children, an issue which has been previously raised about international school meal models [134]. This
further supports local co-design to ensure menus reflect and change with the school community,
supported by dietitians and chefs to ensure food is nutritious and of high quality.

3.3. Responsibly sustainable school meals
A successful school meals system needs to be socially, economically and environmentally sustainable.
To be socially responsible and sustainable, equity needs to be ensured through a stigma-free approach.
To be economically sustainable attention needs to be given to determining the most appropriate funding
model. Funding in international contexts has included full government (federal, state, and local)
subsidisation, government funding with caregiver co-payments and public-private partnerships. To be
environmentally sustainable consideration needs to be given to the food supply chains and waste.

3.3.1. Socially responsible and sustainable
Existing school meal programs in Australia are often inequitable and only serve a fraction of the
population. These include food relief programs which may be stakeholder funded and are designed to
primarily serve families living with low socio-economic circumstances, and/or food insecurity [39, 135].
This is a vast contrast to school food programs internationally, which are often universally accessible,
equitable, and designed to benefit the entire population. Another model of school meal provisioning in
international contexts uses means-testing or other eligibility criteria to identify families in need of school
meals. These approaches do carry a risk of stigma, singling out children in low socio-economic
circumstances to their peers contributing to poor uptake of school meals. While it is acknowledged that
some children may not require a school meal safety net, a non-universal system risks potential stigma for
those who do require a school meal and may prevent families from accessing nourishing food.

The current lunchbox and canteen school food system does not appropriately consider Australian children
experiencing household food insecurity. Data on the number of children who are food insecure is limited
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in the Australian context. It is estimated that approximately one in three households with children living in
disadvantaged areas are food insecure and may not have access to food to bring to school [136].
Furthermore, children across all school types and socio-economic areas are experiencing food insecurity
[137]. It should be noted that children in households that are food insecure tend to be protected by adults
for as long as possible and this may mean adults and older children are going without food so children
can take food to school [138]. Some families are reliant on food relief agencies for food supply (either
breakfast or lunch); however, these programs are not available across all schools, may not be
consistently offered and the food available may not be consistent with the dietary guidelines. There is
significant variation in these services across different jurisdictions, with specific programs in certain states
or socio-economic areas. The resulting food relief is inequitable. Therefore, implementing a universal
school meal system on a national level would contribute to addressing household food insecurity and
provide a safety net for the entire school population, ensuring no child is left behind. Families who have
ongoing financial stability may not need school lunches financially but may still appreciate the other
benefits such as not having to make a lunch in the morning.

Regardless of socio-economic position, families can be at risk of sudden financial instability and
employment precarity, highlighted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Being mindful of avoiding onerous
eligibility criteria is required to prevent further exacerbation of stigma and increase the “work” for families
who are hypermobile or engaged in precarious employment [139]. Ensuring eligibility criteria are not
onerous will also benefit schools and jurisdictions by minimising paperwork and bureaucratic processes.
Providing universal school meals ensures that these children are supplied with food, which otherwise may
not occur if meal provision is based on school socio-economic position.

3.3.2. Economically sustainable
A key consideration in adopting a school meal system in Australia is determining the most appropriate
funding model. Internationally, school meals have been made available according to a range of criteria:

1) universally free across all schools for all students irrespective of financial circumstances. This
occurs in Finland and Sweden

2) universally available free or with a family co-contribution for those with financial resources
effectively subsidising meals for other families. In France, for example, all children receive school
meals, and this is funded via a sliding scale of co-investment or quotient familiale (family index)
calculated on an annual basis with a financial commitment from municipal governments [140]

3) universally available free to all students attending schools who meet certain socioeconomic
criteria

4) available in all schools but only to those students who meet identified socioeconomic criteria.

While targeting can be appealing, it can result in stigma or could fail to meet the needs of, for example,
students experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage who attend more affluent schools [141]. In the USA,
Community Eligibility Participation has been implemented in some, but not all states, meaning that a
school could offer a free breakfast or lunch program to all students if at least 40% of students were
individually eligible [140, 142]. In the UK, eligible caregivers are themselves responsible for registering for
the school meal program leading to inequitable access for families that are linguistically diverse, who are
socially isolated or marginalised and not aware of their eligibility or who felt stigmatised [143, 144]. Opt-in
approaches for families, have a greater risk of market failure and poor uptake [132]. Irrespective of the
funding model, school meals will not be commercially viable if there is not the scale of demand to provide
quality meals without market failure.
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Irrespective of the funding model applied, the lessons from international implementation include the
following principles [39, 40, 132, 139, 145]:

e Universal free meals available to all students in all schools increases participation and reduces
stigma.

e If a co-contribution is implemented, it should be cashless and invisible in practice. This ensures
children (or if at a school level, schools) are not singled out, stigmatised or bullied.

e Bureaucratic processes need to be kept to a minimum for schools and families.

e Inadequate funding has been identified as one of the primary barriers for effective
implementation. If schools are required to rely on local funds this could aggravate geographic
disparities and contribute to inequities [146, 147].

e Best practice models appear to have multiple funding channels but with guaranteed central
funding underpinning practices [148].

School meal costs

A 2019 global survey of school meal programs has identified that the budgeted cost per year, per child in
high income countries is USD$552 (AUD$794) (weighted average across countries) [149]. These
estimated school meal costs do not account for the frequency of meals or quantity of food received, and
are likely highly dependent on the broader local food system, including food and fuel costs, and inclusion
of donated or rescued foods. However, the economic cost return is at least three dollars for every dollar
spent [107]. In the same survey, school meal programs were found to be a national budget line item for
80% of countries. Cost breakdowns irrespective of mode of delivery, were 72% food, 11% handling,
storage and transport, and 10% other costs [149]. The remaining 7% was towards one-off fixed costs
such as building or refurbishment of kitchen or dining room infrastructure [149]. The cost of providing food
at schools tends to be divided between national governments, local authorities and caregivers (either
cash or in-kind e.g. labour provision) [150]. A recent pilot in three Tasmanian schools provides preliminary
insights into what the costs of a school meal program would be in an Australian context (see Case
study).

y \
¥) CASE STUDY: TASMANIAN SCHOOL LUNCH PILOT CosTS (I

The 2020 Tasmanian School Lunch Pilot gave three schools financial and practical support to provide nutritious cooked lunches to
selected classes (201 students) for 20 days [85].

At the end of the trial, 90% (52 of 58) of caregivers/parents said they would be willing to pay for a cooked school lunch and most parents
were willing to pay $3 to $5 per lunch.

The average cost to prepare the school lunches was $4.72, including $1.91 for ingredients and $2.81 for labour. The cost per meal is
likely to decrease if more students were involved in the lunch program, as schools could take advantage of bulk deals to reduce
ingredient costs. The labour costs per meal would also decrease. This was observed in the 2020 trial, as one school obtained additional
funding to provide lunches to the whole school (~120 students). At that school the average cost per meal was $3.02 ($1.44 ingredients
and 1.58 labour).

As most schools do not have the facilities to prepare cooked meals for all students, there would be one-off infrastructure costs. For the
larger Tasmanian school lunch pilot (30 schools over two years, 2022-23), the most requested equipment were commercial dishwashers,
larger fridges, crockery and cutlery, and trolleys to distribute the meals to the classrooms. Commercial ovens were less requested but of
significant importance.
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3.3.3. Environmentally sustainable
In the context of the current climate crisis any school meal system will need to integrate local food chains
and waste reduction, to create an environmentally sustainable food system. The Food and Agriculture
Organization has acknowledged the importance of nutrition-sensitive supply chains and inclusive
procurement strategies for the school food and nutrition environment. Several international examples
provide evidence of successful farm-to-school initiatives that optimise the development of local food
systems that facilitate the development of circular economies [151]. These programs provide
opportunities for education on sustainability, food systems, agriculture and climate change. The use of
local produce has also led to the minimisation of waste [152]. Schools themselves have engaged in
growing food and using food waste to support composting and worm farms. In Australia, this approach
could be problematic in remote areas where food and water availability may be limited and costs may be
prohibitive. In Australia, the implementation of the Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden Scheme and pilot
schemes such as Pick of the Crop in Queensland provide indications that such approaches could be
successful [121, 153]. In addition, to using local produce wherever possible the development of local
procurement policies (where local retailers and wholesalers are prioritised) further contributes to local
economies and could provide economies of scale for multiple schools co-located in an area [154].
However, this may need to be embedded in policy and incentivised in areas where there may be
significant price differentials [155-157].

Waste has been identified as a significant issue for school meal programs related to uneaten food and
inadequate storage facilities. Waste minimisation can be achieved by increasing choice, including
stakeholders in the development of the system and menus, ensuring uniformity of portion sizes and
recycling leftovers for consumption or back to local farmers for composting, animal feeding or worm farms
[85, 158]. In the Tasmanian School Lunch Pilot leftover meals were available for families in need to
collect from the school or frozen for the next lunch rotation, in addition to feeding animals. There are also
potential options on leveraging the food that is “rescued” by agencies such as OzHarzest and SecondBite
in the Australian context [87]. This, however, would need to be done in such a way that is empowering
and does not contribute to stigma and shame to the recipients [159]. In considering the sustainability of a
school meal program and reducing its environmental impact, priority needs to be given to purchasing
energy-efficient appliances, using tap water, and minimising packaging [160].

3.4. Governance
School meals has potential to cut across several sectors including education, health, welfare, agriculture
and primary industries. In most international contexts, governments provide resources for infrastructure,
staffing and subsidisation for all families or particular sub-groups. However, for a successful school meal
system to provide all children with access to healthy, reliable food the responsibility cannot solely fall on
government. A universal system will require shared responsibility between all levels of government
(federal, state and local), industry (growers, manufacturers, retailers, charitable food relief), and end-
users (students, caregivers, teachers, and communities) to support and enable an effective school meal
system.

Governance of school meals should provide another guiding component of considering what the school
meals would look like in Australia. Quality school meal implementation requires the development,
implementation and monitoring of national school meal nutrition standards that align with national dietary
guidelines. Students total diet quality achieved through school meals improves with the introduction of
nutrition standards [161, 162]. Implementation of standards in the USA has increased nutrient density and
decreased energy density without increasing waste or decreasing participation [163, 164]. Specifically,
standards have led to increased availability of wholegrains, fruits and vegetables, increased portion sizes
of fruits and vegetables and have mandated the selection of a fruit or vegetable [165]. Mandating
minimum school meal standards has the potential to reduce diet disparities that are caused by
disadvantages beyond the school environment [166]. However, such standards need to be monitored and
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enforced and come with tangible support for schools including how to manage the facilities, resources,
and logistics of delivering school meals.

One of the key elements for the successful maintenance of a school meals program is embedding it into
national and local policies and plans, the identification of national sources of funding and the expansion of
national and local implementation capacity [167]. The most recent global survey of school meal programs
has identified that for high income countries the most common governance is centralised through national
government implementation [149]. In the UK, the decentralised model, while enhancing place-based
initiatives has led to inefficiencies and lack of sharing of innovation and best-practice models [168].
Centralised approaches are typically embedded in national law, policies or standards [149]. Legislative
approaches that protect the rights and entitlements of children as they extend to protecting children from
unhealthy choices, clearly stipulate institutional responsibilities and transparencies, establish inclusive
participation, quarantine adequate budget allocation and integrate frameworks for monitoring and
enforcement appear to be the most successful [151].

Maintaining an optimal school meal system requires accountability, auditing, and monitoring of school
meals. Programmatic monitoring includes capturing program contexts and inputs, the delivery of meals as
planned and in alignment with nutrition and environmental standards, perceptions of beneficiaries
(students, caregivers, teachers, schools and local communities), and outcomes [151]. In the Australian
context, outcomes relate to overall diet quality, reduction in children going hungry, and impact on
academic achievement. Irrespective of what system is put into place to monitor implementation, care
needs to be taken to not increase the burden on individual schools. Monitoring currently takes places
within the early education and care setting that requires accreditation of services, including food
provision, against standards necessitating visits by assessors ostensibly in a quality improvement
framework [3]. Integrating monitoring into other school-based data collection systems would need to be
explored [169].

Transforming the current caregiver-provided system to a school-provided school meal system will require
co-investment and a coordinated effort, within communities, across public and private organisations, and
across sectors including education, health, food industry and social services.
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4. A way forward

Embracing school meals in Australia requires transformative change to the existing school food system,
currently including lunchboxes, canteens and haphazard food relief. To achieve the potential breadth of
identified benefits for families, schools and society, the Australian school food system requires systemic
transformation. Australia has fallen behind, with successful transformative efforts in the school meals
space present globally, despite growing recognition of the significant potential of school meals. This
discussion paper brings to question where the responsibility to feed children well in school lies, as it is
increasingly falling on charitable organisations, in addition to families.

The time is right to start a national conversation, to figuratively put school meals on the table. This paper
sets up two questions that can stimulate and guide a national debate:

1. Do we need school meals in Australia?
2. What would school meals in the Australian context look like?

There are many players or stakeholders responsible for components of the current school food system, or
could be part of a new approach. School meals in Australia would require a paradigm shift and will take
time. The first step is to explore this proposition from all angles and perspectives — both in favour and
against through stakeholder dialogue. This could inform a national forum and the potential of a national
cross sector coalition to inform an innovation but workable school food model(s) for Australia.
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