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Part 1: Item No. 

 

REPORT OF Director of Place 

 

TO Cabinet Briefing - 11th July 2022 

TO Cabinet – 26th July 2022

 

TITLE: Citywide School meals Service Proposed Price Increase. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
That Cabinet supports the recommendation that a 10p increase is applied to the 

Citywide school meal price with effect from the 1st of January 2023; and that given the 
current financial uncertainty, as discussed above, a further price review is undertaken 

in 6 months.   
 
It is proposed that the report is then taken for decision by Cabinet on the 26th July.  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 
The Citywide school meal service is the largest provider of school meals across Salford 

providing approximately 11,000 meal per day to 57 schools for 190 days per annum. 
This is an extensive front line council service employing over 300 permanent staff and 
a turnover of £6million per year. The service is an excellent position to make a 

significant contribution to Council priorities in relation to the Anti-Poverty Strategy, 
Social Value and ensuring Salford Children and young people have access to healthy, 

balanced and value for money school meals thus reducing childhood obesity and 
promoting healthy lifestyles from an early age 
 

The current price of a school meal is £2.10, and this compares very favourably with 
other Northwest Authorities (the cheapest) and nationally with the price being 

recognised as extremely good value. Previously the service has performed well 
financially but is now experiencing financial challenges caused by the recent 
pandemic, a reduction in the number of ‘paying pupils’ and escalating service costs 

meaning that the service is currently operating in a deficit financial position for the first 
time. 

 
Consideration has therefore been given to increasing the school meal price for the first 
time since 2019 and this issue was considered a by the Corporate Management Team 

(CMT) on 4th May.  CMT, given the sensitivity of this issue, requested that service 
managers consulted with Head Teachers over the proposal, and this occurred on 9th 

June via the Head Teachers ‘cluster group’. The group were very supportive of the 
proposal recognising the financial difficulties the service was facing, the limited 
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previous price increases applied, the favourable price comparisons with other local 
authorities and that the proposed price increase would keep the charge within the 
funding envelope that schools receive for Free School Meal provision. The proposal 

was then taken to Lead Member for support on the 27th June, where support to the 
price increase was given.  

 
It is therefore proposed that the school meal price is increased by 10p from 1st January 
2023 and that a further financial review/price review is undertaken in 6 months. This 

proposal will be taken for a decision on 26th July. 
 

 

BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS: None 

 

KEY DECISION: YES  

 

DETAILS: 
The purpose of this report is to provide an update to Cabinet in relation to the current 
performance of the Citywide school meal service, highlighting the financial challenges 

the service is currently facing, and those anticipated in financial year 22/23. 
  
Service Background:  

 
The remit of the Citywide team is to provide a healthy and nutritional school meal 

service to schools/pupils across Salford. Currently, approximately 11000 meals are 
served every day for 190 days per annum across 57 school establishments. This is a 
high-profile front line operational service with 329 permanent staff and an annual 

turnover of in excess of £6million per annum. Prior to the pandemic the service was 
recognised as having one of the highest uptake levels of any authority across the 

Northwest and today remains the Authority with the lowest price in terms of cost per 
meal, across the region. 
 
 Strategic Purpose/Links:  

 

The Citywide school meal service is very well positioned to contribute to significant 
Council priorities through: 
 

(1) Ensuring Salford Children and young people have access to healthy, balanced 
and value for money school meals thus reducing childhood obesity and 

promoting healthy lifestyles from an early age.  
 

(2) Promoting social value by creating much needed permanent and casual 

employment opportunities for local Salford people. Both the Citywide school 
catering and building cleaning services play a valuable role in creating entry 

level career opportunities for local people with significant training/ development 
offered, in addition to other benefits including the guarantee of the foundation 
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living wage, thus helping employees to access and advance in the labour 
market. 

 
Current Citywide Trading Position: 

 

Citywide, as of May 2022, provide the school catering service to 57 schools, 55 (54 
Primaries/1 High) in Salford, and 1 in both Tameside and Manchester. The following 
table shows how this current position has developed over the past 4 years:  

 
Year Salford 

Schools      
‘External’ 
Schools     

Total 

2018/19              64        Nil 64 

2019/20           62 1 63 

2020/21      56 1 57 

2021/22    55 2  57 

 
 
For information, the Tameside school came as a result of a PFI provider in Salford 

liking the Citywide offer and asked us to bid for work. The Manchester school arose 
because of the closure of the in-house Manchester service. Tameside and Manchester 

Councils agreed to Salford undertaking the service. 
 
The total number of contracts provided by Citywide has stabilised following a period of 

both aggressive competition from the private sector and schools choosing to provide 
the service themselves, through ‘in house’ provision. From information available 
currently there are 11 primary schools who have private sector catering providers and 

13 have ‘in house’ provision.  
 

As previously stated, Citywide also provide a building cleaning service and the 
following table shows the uptake of this service from school establishments. 
 

Schools who contract Citywide for both catering/cleaning- 52. 
Schools who contract Citywide for Catering only-5. 

Schools who contract Citywide for Cleaning Only-13. 
 
School Meal Pricing 

 
 The price of a school meal in Salford offers good value to pupils/parents, with the 

following table demonstrating the minimal price increases applied in recent years. The 
table indicates that only 2 price increases have occurred in the last 7 years with the 
last price increase applied in April 2019.  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 



 4 

     Financial Year  Price  
2020 / 21 2.10  
2019 / 20 2.10 Increased by 10p April 19 

2018 / 19 2.00  
2017 / 18 2.00  
2016 / 17 1.90 Increased by 10p September 17 

2015 / 16 1.90  
2014 / 15 1.90  

 

A key comparator/benchmark for the school meal service is the price of meal in other 
local authorities, particularly those in the Greater Manchester/AGMA area. The 
following table provides that information. 

  
 

Authority  Current Primary Meal 
Price. 

Salford £2.10 

Bury £2.30 

Lancashire £2.30 

Cheshire East £2.25 

Rochdale £2.45 

Trafford Average £2.40 

Wigan £2.25 

Warrington £2.40 

St Helens £2.50 

Blackpool £2.10 to £2.20 

Bolton £2.20 

 
This information clearly indicates that Salford still provides the lowest school meal price 

across the region. When compared nationally, Salford also compares favourably with 
the following provided by APSE’s ‘state of the market’ report in March 2022 which  

indicated the following:  
 
Year   Average National School Meal Price 

2020 £2.22 

2021  £2.26 

2022  £2.29 

                                                                                           

 
Free School Meal Funding / Charging Mechanism  

 
Schools receive a funding allocation of £2.34 for each eligible free school meal child 
per day, which obviously exceeds the current charge applied by Citywide of £2.10. 

Schools are charged for the free school meal service via Children Services and are 
invoiced in July for April to August and in January for September to March, with the 

charges made based on the Service Level Agreement signed up to by schools on an 
annual basis. Citywide financial Performance The following table identifies the financial 
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‘trading’ performance of the Citywide school meal service over the last few financial 
years: 
 
Financial Year            Outturn 

2018/19            £213,856 surplus 

2019/20        £144,636 surplus 

2020/21            £300,828 deficit 

2021/22    £455,773 deficit. 

 
It can be clearly seen from this information that up to financial year 19/20 the service 

traded in a surplus position; this is consistent with the financial performance of the 
service over many previous years. However, since 20/21 there has been a downturn 
in the financial performance with a significant deficit in 2021 and a further deficit 

forecasted, based on current trading for 21/22. The primary reasons for this downturn 
are: 

 A significant reduction in income coming into the service from ‘paying’ pupils, 
primarily because of the impact of the pandemic form Feb/March 20 onwards. 

 Increased staffing costs incurred through annual pay awards.  

 Escalating food costs to the service. 
 
 Anticipated Financial position 22/23.  

 

Analysis has been undertaken as to the anticipated trading position of the school meal 
service in 22/23 and it has been confirmed that in relation to increased costs: 
 

 Food costs are anticipated to increase by £310k (17%) in 22/23  

 Staffing costs based on the pay award for 21/22, and a further estimated 

increase of 2% in 22/23, are expected to increase by approximately £165k 

 Therefore, a total increase in service costs of approx. £475k is anticipated in 

22/23. 
In relation to increased income, based on current uptake numbers the service is 
expected to ‘claw back’ the paying pupil uptake % and increase income by £210k, in 

22/23 based on the current price of £2.10 per meal. Therefore, based on these 
estimated figures that increased costs in 22/23 will not be met through increased 

income and if this deficit is to be addressed consideration must be given to increasing 
the price of a school meal for the first time since April 2019. The impact of increasing 
the school meal prices from £2.10 from the 1st January 2023 would be: 

 
Proposed Price    Impact on ADDITIONAL income. 

£2.20                  £70,376. 

£2.25       £81,270. 

£2.30                  £92,164. 

 
Note: the above figures assume there is no ‘customer resistance to any price increase 

and existing uptake %’s are maintained. 
 
Impact of Pandemic  
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A major challenge for the Citywide School Meal service is recovering from the 
significant impact of the pandemic and there are promising signs, based on the number 
of paid meals currently being received.  

 

                              Uptake as a % of on ‘on roll’ pupils. 

 Free Meals                 Paid Meals 

February 2019          47%                                 22% 

February 2020          46%                                21% 

February 2021         12%                                5% 

February 2022           47%                                18% 

                              

 
From this table the impact of the pandemic is very clear with extremely low meal 
numbers served in 2021 reflecting the disruption to the school system and lack of pupils 

in school.  However, what is also clear is that the service is moving back towards pre-
pandemic service levels with a key aim for 22/23 to fully restore the uptake of ‘paying’ 

pupils, a key income stream for the service. The following figures indicate that although 
progress is being made in relation to restoring ‘paying pupil’ uptake there is further 
work to do to regain pre-pandemic numbers. 

 
Financial Year           

 

Paying Pupil Numbers (average meals 
served per day) 

19/20                                     3727 

20/21                                     1507 

21/22                                     2776 

Feb 22                       3045 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Decisions moving forward. 
 

From the information provided above it is clear that the Citywide school meal service 
has challenges ahead both in terms of recovering the business post the pandemic, but 

also from a financial perspective, as detailed. To aid this general recovery one option 
is for the price of a school meal to be increased from 1st January 2023. This will 
obviously significantly assist in recovering the services financial position. From the 

benchmarking information provided there definitely appears scope to do this and still 
keep the price of a school meal very competitive whilst also still comparing favourably 

against neighbouring authorities and the average national meal price. There are 
however potentially negative impacts of adopting this approach which include: 
 

 The price increase applied to the Free School Meal provision will result in 
increased costs to schools through the Service Level Agreement arrangements 

in place (although still within their funding envelope).  
 

 As discussed, a key issue for the service is to increase its current ‘paying pupil’ 

numbers, which although are recovering following the impact of the pandemic 
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need to increase further if they are to reach pre pandemic rates. Obviously, an 
increase in the price to parents/carers may well act as a deterrent to taking a 
school meal and counter act the significant marketing the service is undertaking 

to encourage uptake.  
 

 Any increase to the school meal price will also add further financial pressure to 
those paying for a school meal at a time when increases in the general cost of 
living are at exceptional high rates currently. Suppliers will inevitably have to 

pass these costs onto customers. 
 

 Clearly the significant costs to the service are a massive challenge and making 
the service financially unviable. These costs continue to rise, food costs and 
fuel in particular 

 
Consultation Undertaken. 

  
This issue was initially discussed by the Corporate Management Team (CMT) on the 
4th May who requested that consultation with Head Teachers was undertaken before 

the matter was considered further. Therefore, Citywide Service Managers attended the 
Headteachers ‘cluster’ meeting on 9th June and presented the proposal that the 

Citywide school meal price be increased by 10p given the current financial situation 
the service found itself in, as discussed above. The response from Head Teachers was 
very supportive who recognised: 

 

 That minimal price rises had been applied in the past 7 years. 

 That the costs to service had already increased and would continue to do so 

certainly in the short term. 

 That in comparison to other Local Authorities the proposed school meal charge 

would still be one of the lowest in the Northwest and would continue to compare 

favourably with the average price applied nationally. 

 That even with the price increase the charge applied would still be within the 

funding envelope that schools receive for Free School Meal provision. 

Based on this consultation and lead member support it is now proposed that this matter 
is referred to Cabinet to consider the recommendation that a 10p increase is applied 

to the Citywide school meal price with effect from the 1st January 2023 and that given 
the current financial uncertainty, as discussed above, a further price review is 

undertaken in 6 months.  It is proposed that the report is considered at Cabinet briefing 
on the 12th July and then taken for decision on the 26th July.  
 

 

KEY COUNCIL POLICIES: Anti-Poverty Strategy, Healthy Eating/Obesity Strategy, 

Social Value. 
 

EQUALITY IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND IMPLICATIONS:  
Initial equality impact assessment carried out, and a separate analysis of the 

Socioeconomic Impact has been conducted. 
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We acknowledge that the increase in price will have some socio-economic impact, but 
at this time we are unable to say if these parents / pupils would be disproportionately 
impacted due to being a member of one group sharing a protected characteristic, 

however it is likely. 

 

73% of pupils / parents who currently have a school meal on the lowest incomes will 
be unaffected by the proposed price increase as they currently qualify for free school 
meals or universal school meals where funding is provided to schools by the 

government. The proposed new meal price falls within the government funding 
envelope therefore schools are not expected to be negatively impacted and 

headteachers have been had a supportive reaction to the increase.  
 
The paying pupils / parents will be impacted by the price increase, and this will 

especially impact those parents / pupils who are on the border of free school meals 
unfortunately, at present there is no mitigation to minimise the impact on paying pupils 

/ parents as government set out the eligibility for qualification for Universal and Free 
School Meals. However, the service will continue to work with Headteachers to support 
pupils / parents who are struggling and plan to provide 5 months’ notice to schools who 

will then inform parents of the price increase.  
 

The price of a school meal in Salford offers good value to pupils/parents at the 
proposed price of £2.20 per meal. Minimal price increases have been applied in recent 
years, only 2 price increases have occurred in the last 7 years with the last price 

increase applied in April 2019. Salford school meals at £2.20 will remain one of the 
cheapest school meal prices in the Greater Manchester region. 

 

ASSESSMENT OF RISK: Medium given consultation undertaken with Head 

Teachers. However potential press reaction to consider. 
 

 

LEGAL IMPLICATIONS Supplied by: Considered and not relevant

 
 

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS Supplied by: Paul Guest, Senior Accountant. 
 
The impact of the pandemic continues to affect the school catering account in so much 
as paid meal numbers, although on the rise, are still below pre pandemic levels. The 

unprecedent global increases in the food supply chain as well as utility and fuel costs 
are putting additional pressure upon the account as food cost are expected to increase 

by at least 17% this year. It is therefore inevitable that to mitigate these increased cost 
meal prices will have to increase, with the hope that there will be little resistance from 
the ‘paid’ pupils. 
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PROCUREMENT IMPLICATIONS Supplied by: Considered and not relevant. 
 

HR IMPLICATIONS Supplied by: Considered and not relevant. 

 
 

CLIMATE CHANGE IMPLICATIONS Supplied by: Considered and not relevant. 
 

 

OTHER DIRECTORATES CONSULTED: People (Children’s Services). Primary 

School Headteacher representatives. 
 

CONTACT OFFICER: Lucy Clarke  TEL NO: 0161 925 1068 
 

 
 

WARDS TO WHICH REPORT RELATES: All  
 


