
Bridget Phillipson MP, Secretary of State for Education 
Liz Kendall MP, Secretary of State for Work and Pensions 

 
 

17 December 2024 
 
Dear Secretaries of State 
 

Introduction of Free School Meal Auto-Enrolment in the Children’s Wellbeing Bill 
 
We are writing as representatives of local authorities, schools, charities and universities to 
press the opportunity to use the upcoming Children’s Wellbeing Bill to enable all children 
who are entitled to a free school meal to get a hot and nutritious meal at lunchtime by 
introducing auto-enrolment of Free School Meals. 
 
Despite significant efforts by many councils, too many children in the most deprived 
households are still not receiving their statutory Free School Meal. Estimates indicate that as 
many as 470,000 children in England who meet the government’s criteria to qualify are 
missing out on a daily hot nutritious meal. This is in addition to 900,000 children living in 
poverty but not qualifying for the scheme. The poor registration levels of Free School Meals 
also means that many schools are missing out on much needed Pupil Premium funding due 
to the use of Free School Meals as a passport. 
 
Families face multiple barriers that contribute to this under-registration rate, including the 
burdensome application process, uncertainty around the entitlement criteria, language or 
literacy issues, and a feeling of stigma or embarrassment.  
 
Over the past two years, the FixourFood programme has supported a growing number of 
councils to adopt an ‘opt-out / right to object’ model of registration using existing datasets to 
identify entitled children, and then informing parents that their children will be automatically 
registered unless they opt-out. Where this has been successfully introduced, there have 
been minimal opt-out rates meaning more children have had access to a free school lunch. 
This shows the popularity of such a system and great success has been achieved in many 
previously unregistered children gaining access to a much-needed, free, nutritious lunch at 
school. However, many local authorities have struggled to introduce the system despite their 
best efforts.  
 
The Fix Our Food research program has been working with 66 local authorities to implement 
such a model, but progress has been hindered by data sharing challenges at the local 
authority level and the huge resource that is required by already over-stretched councils.  In 
some cases, councils have even been threatened with legal action. Furthermore, this 
approach places a considerable administrative burden on local authorities and schools 
requiring intensive governance and coordination.  
 
Administrative challenges related to data sharing are not an acceptable reason for failing to 
give families an essential nutritional safety net. Receiving statutory benefits should be easy 
and straightforward for people who are eligible. 
 

https://policyinpractice.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/Tacking-Poverty-Webinar-Slides.pdf
https://fixourfood.org/what-we-do/our-activities/schools-and-nurseries/gated-content/


To remove this burden from local authorities and ensure all children who are entitled to a 
Free School Meal are receiving it, we urge you to introduce an auto-enrolment system at the 
national level that would register eligible families to receive Free School Meals using benefits 
data, unless families decide to opt out. This requires data-sharing between your two 
departments as the Department for Work & Pensions holds data that identifies children who 
are eligible for these schemes and the Department of Education administers the scheme. As 
a statutory scheme, funding for all eligible children should already be available.  
 
As a matter of urgency, we call on the Government to use the upcoming Children’s 
Wellbeing Bill to introduce auto-enrolment for Free School Meals and ensure all those 
eligible are in receipt of their entitlement.  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Anna Taylor OBE, Executive Director, The Food Foundation 

Maria Bryant, Professor of Public Health Nutrition, FixourFood, University of York 

Myles Bremner, CEO, Bremner & Co 

Cllr Arooj Shah, Chair of the Local Government Association’s Children and Young People 
Board 

Gary Hipple, Assistant Director Children's Services, Wandsworth Borough Council 

Mark Adams, Joint Director of Public Health, Middlesbrough Council 

Rob Brown, Director of Education & Partnerships, Middlesbrough Council 

Chris Cooke, Mayor, Middlesbrough Council 

Philippa Storey, Deputy Mayor, Middlesbrough Council 

Mark Adams, Joint Director of Public Health, Redcar & Cleveland Borough Council 

Clare Mahoney, Assistant Director Education and Skills, Redcar and Cleveland Borough 
Council 

Ruth Harrell, Director of Public Health, Plymouth City Council 

Luna Davey, Free School Meals Team Leader, Suffolk County Council 

Lucy Nicholas, FSM Manager, Suffolk County Council 

Charlotte Sayers, HAF Coordinator, South Tyneside Council 

Angela Stango, Team Manager, Statutory Support Services, Bedford Borough Council 

Joanna Stanley, National Management Trainee, Royal Borough of Greenwich 

Verity Wilde, Health Improvement Specialist, East Sussex Public Health 



Cllr. Bob Webb, Executive Member for Children, Young People and Education, City of York 
Council 

Cllr Lisa Brown, Deputy Leader, Cumberland Council 

Claire King, Public Health Consultant, Cumberland Council 

Cllr Emma Williamson, Deputy Leader, Executive Member for Children & Family Wellbeing, 
Cumberland Council 

Councillor Alison Evans, Cabinet Member for Cost of Living, Equalities and Public Health, 
South Gloucestershire Council 

Mark Pullin, Service Director for Community Development & Partnerships, South 
Gloucestershire Council 

Sarah McNulty, Assistant Executive Director (Public Health), Knowsley Metropolitan Borough 
Council 

Ruth du Plessis, Director of Public Health, St Helens Borough Council  

Debbie Watson, Director of Public Health, Warrington Borough Council 

Dr Cordelle Ofori (FFPH), Director of Public Health, Manchester City Council 

Cllr Patricia Bell, Cabinet Member for Adults, Health and Care, Westmorland and Furness 
Council 

Katrina Stephens, Director of Public Health, Westmorland and Furness Council 

Professor Matthew Ashton, Lead Director of Public health for Food Active, Director of Public 
Health for Liverpool City Council 

Cllr Tabi Joy, Chair of Overview and Scrutiny, Cheltenham Borough Council 

Sally Roberts, Financial Inclusion Manager, North Warwickshire Borough Council 

Cllr Dr Gwen Grahl, Cabinet Member for Children, Young People & Schools at Brent Council 

Andrew Cowan, Senior Operations Manager, Bury Council 

Katy Scammell, Associate Director of Public Health, London Borough of Tower Hamlets 

Jenny Pittam, Head of Contract Catering Services, The London Borough of Tower Hamlets 

Rab Brownell, Fantastic Food in Schools Programme Manager, Tower Hamlet's Local 
Authority 

David Fryer, Head of Service, Leeds Welfare & Benefits Service, Leeds City Council 

Dr Helen Stewart, Officer for Health Improvement, The Royal College of Paediatrics and 
Child Health 

Eddie Crouch, Chair, British Dental Association 



Daniel Kebede, General Secretary, National Education Union 

Nikita Sinclair, Co-Head of Programme for Children's Health and Food, Impact on Urban 
Health 

Stephanie Slater, Founder/Chief Executive, School Food Matters 

Alison Garnham, Chief Executive, Child Poverty Action Group 

Elaine Hindal, Chief Executive, British Nutrition Foundation 

Lynn Perry MBE, CEO of Barnardo's 

Juliet Sanders, CEO, Feeding Families 

Peter Maloney, Chief Executive, Hospitality & Hope 

Gina Cicerone, Chief Executive, Fair Education Alliance 

Emilie de Bruijn, Chair, Hartlepool Baby Bank 

Ruth Talbot, Founder, Single Parent Rights 

Leigh Elliott, CEO, Children North East 

Ali Cooper, Senior Policy Advisor, Child Poverty, Barnardos 

Sue Davies MBE, Head of Consumer Rights and Food Policy, Which? 

Beth Lowell, Directory of Strategy & Delivery, Bite Back 2030 

Naomi Duncan, Chief Executive, Chefs in Schools 

Glen Tarman, Policy Director, Sustain 

Andrew Forsey OBE, National Director, Feeding Britain 

Dr Sarah Rappaport, Campaigns, Jamie Oliver Group 

Sabine Goodwin, Director, Independent Food Aid Network 

Graham Whitham, Chief Executive, Resolve Poverty 

Thomas Cave, Policy Manager for Child Poverty and Inequality, The Children's Society 

Moira Marder CEO, Ted Wragg Trust 

Leigh Withers, Director of Education, Ted Wragg Trust 

Matthew Philpott, Executive Director, Health Equalities Group 

Brad Pearce, Managing Director, CATERed 

Ben Gadsby, Head of Policy and Research, Impetus 

Rachel Turnbull, Operations Director, Citizens Advice Northumberland 



Abigail Conway, CEO, Citizens Advice Northumberland 

Hannah Cooper, Research and Campaigns Manager, Citizens Advice Newcastle 

Revd. Ian Rutherford Chair, Greater Manchester Food Security Action Network 

Beth Farhat, Chair, North East Child Poverty Commission 

Professor Greta Defeyter, Director of the Healthy Living Lab, Northumbria University 

Denise Irving, Chief Officer, Citizens Advice Sunderland 

Edward Pickering, CEO, Citizens Advice County Durham 

Steph Capewell, Chief Executive, Love, Amelia 

Sam Gilchrist, Chief Executive, West Northumberland Food Bank 

Declan Mulholland, Campaigns & Communications Manager, Newcastle Foodbank 

Katrina Morley, CEO, Tees Valley Education 

Sean Harris, Director of People, Learning and Community Engagement, Tees Valley 
Education 

Lesleyann Watson, Project Manager, Gateshead Foodbank 

Nicola Nixon, Researcher, University of York 

Liz Todd, Professor of Educational Inclusion, Newcastle University 

Alex Montegriffo, Community Organiser and Campaigns Manager, Devizes and District 
Foodbank 

Rebecca O'Connell, Professor of Food, Families and Society, CRIPACC, University of 
Hertfordshire 

Laura Hamilton, Research Fellow (Food and Social Policy), University of Hertfordshire 

Kate Pickett OBE, Professor of Epidemiology, University of York 

Heather Brown, Professor of Health Inequalities, Lancaster University 

Prof Nicola Heslehurst, Professor of Maternal and Child Nutrition, Newcastle University, 
President of the UK Association for the Study of Obesity 

Dawn Gill,  Advice Services Manager, CAB 

Zoe Griffiths, Registered Nutritionist (Public Health), ZG Nutrition 

 
 
 
 


