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To:  Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen 

 

School Meal Prices 2022/23 
 

 

1.0 SUMMARY OF THE REPORT 
  
1.1 To update members on the current position regarding school meals provision including 

the phased roll-out of Universal Primary Free School Meals (UPFSM) and agree 
prices to be charged for school meals during 2022/23.  

 

2.0 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
2.1 That a price freeze on school meals in September 2022 be approved.  
  
2.2 That the update on the phased roll-out of Universal Primary Free School Meals 

(UPFSM) from September 2022 onwards be noted.   
 
 

3.0 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
 
3.1 The local authority offers a catering service to schools for the provision of school 

meals under the terms of a Service Level Agreement (SLA).  The main purpose of the 
School Meals SLA is to cater for all pupils eligible for a Free School Meal (eFSM) and 
the SLA charge covers the cost of providing school meals to eFSM pupils. 

 
3.2 The SLA also includes the provision of school meals to non-FSM pupils for a price per 

meal that is budgeted to cover the full cost of the additional meals provided. 
Therefore, the local authority is responsible for ensuring that the price charged per 
meal covers the cost of delivering the paid meal element of the service. 
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3.3 The price of school meals is usually set in either April or September each year and 
were most recently increased in April 2019 by a uniform increase across all schools of 
20p.  This set prices at £2.30 in primary schools and £2.70 in secondary schools. 

 

3.4 No price increase was considered during financial year 2020/21 due to the 
coronavirus pandemic and the interruption to the service delivery that was 
experienced.    
 

3.5 Prices were frozen during financial year 2021/22 due to the impact that had been seen 
post pandemic with reduced demand and take-up of meals. 
 

3.6 The number of pupils eFSM has also increased significantly since the pandemic 
increasing from 23.3% in 2020 to 30.5% in 2022. These figures include those with 
protected eFSM status.  

 

4.0 SCHOOL MEALS 2021/22 
 
4.1 During the financial year 2021/22 the uptake of school meals gradually increased each 

term across both sectors.  
 

4.2 In the Summer and Autumn terms average daily meal uptake in the primary sector 
was 36.9% and 40.7% of all pupils respectively before increasing to 43.1% in the 
Spring Term, which compares to 44.7% pre-pandemic. 

 
4.3 The recovery of meal uptake in the secondary sector has been even more challenging 

than in the primary sector due to the significant impact the reduced menu combined 
with the requirement to pre-order had on the number of meals served. The impact of 
class closures due to COVID was also more pronounced in the secondary sector, 
especially during the Summer Term.  

 
4.4 All secondary schools returned to a full menu without the requirement for pre-ordering 

during the Autumn Term 2021 and as a result meal uptake has significantly increased 
across the Secondary sector from 23.6% in the Summer Term, to 36.4% in the 
Autumn Term, and to 41.6% of all pupils in the Spring Term 2022. This compares to 
46.6% of all pupils pre-pandemic. 
 

4.5 Further increases in meal uptake are expected following changes to the school menu 
in April 2022 across both primary and secondary schools.  The service plans to 
undertake a perception survey of the menu and service offer with all schools early in 
the Autumn Term to inform other changes that may help to increase meal uptake to 
meet and exceed pre-pandemic levels. 

 
4.6 During the financial year income from meal sales was below budget overall by £60k, 

however similar reductions in food costs ensured that the overall School Meals budget 
balanced for the year without recourse to further hardship grant monies.  

 
5.0 SCHOOL MEAL PRICING 22/23 
 
5.1 Unit food costs for school meals has remained steady in 2021/22 compared to pre-

pandemic levels and the current collaborative procurement arrangements for food and 
beverages has been extended until August 2023 due to the current uncertainty in the 
market. 



5.2 There is the risk of price increases of food products during the remaining 14 months of 
the current procurement arrangements and some increase to prices has been seen to 
date, however these are not yet having a significant impact to food costs within the 
school meals budget. This will require further monitoring and review as part of budget 
setting for 2023/24. 

 

5.3 An increase in school meal prices at the current time could result in a reduction to 
meal sales and would have an adverse impact on the current recovery of meal uptake 
and income levels.  

 
5.4 A period of trading stability is required to provide opportunity for school meal sales to 

recover to pre-pandemic levels and to address any ongoing impacts to demand for 
school meals following the pandemic. 
 

5.5 It is therefore proposed that during this period of uncertainty the cost of school meals 
remain at current prices with a further review undertaking as part of budget setting for 
financial year 2023/24. 

 
5.6 Table 1 illustrates school meal prices being charged by local authorities across the 

Central South Consortium region for the financial year 2021/22 with proposed prices 
for 2022/23 

 
Table 1 – Central South Consortium - school meal prices financial years 2021/22 and 
proposed prices 2022/23 
 

 
Merthyr Bridgend Cardiff RCT 

Vale of 
Glamorgan 
(Big Fresh 

Ltd) 

  21/22 22/23 21/22 22/23 21/22 22/23 21/22 22/23 21/22 22/23 

 Primary £2.30 No 
increase 
proposed 

£2.20 No 
increase 
proposed 

£2.60 No 
increase 
proposed 

£2.55 Fixed 
until 
23/24 
 

£2.40 £2.45 

Secondary £2.70 No 
Increase 
proposed 

£2.50 No 
Increase 
proposed 

£3.05 No 
Increase 
proposed 

£2.80 Fixed 
until 
23/24 

£2.60 £2.65 

  

5.7 Of the eighteen local authorities across Wales responding to the School Meals Prices 
survey, ten have frozen prices for 2022/23 and one has reduced prices. 

 

6.0 UNIVERSAL PRIMARY FREE SCHOOL MEALS (UPFSM) 
SEPTEMBER 2022 ONWARDS 

 
6.1 Universal Primary Free School Meals (UPFSM) are being rolled-out across Wales on 

a phased approach from September 2022 onwards and by September 2024 all 
primary school meals will be provided free of charge to pupils. 
 

6.2 Any increase in prices to Primary school meals will need to be carefully managed 
during this period of phased roll-out of UPFSM and will need sound evidence based 
on unit food cost pressures and the overall requirement to recover budgeted meal 
sales income.   
 



6.3 Initially all full-time Nursery and Reception pupils will be able to receive a universal 
free school meal from September 2022 and then roll-out of phase 2 is required for 
Year 1 and 2 pupils by no later than April 2023 and phase 3 for pupils in Years 3-6 is 
required by no later than September 2024. 
 

6.4 The precise date of the roll-out of phase 2 and 3 is a decision for each local authority 
provided the latest dates of April 2023 and September 2024 are met.  
 

6.5 The School Meals service is currently on track to deliver the roll-out in line with WG 
expectations and further work is being done to set a target delivery schedule. 
 

6.6 The roll-out of UPFSM will result in reduced meal sales as all pupils in the phased 
cohorts will receive a free school meal. The roll-out will also result in increased food 
costs as % uptake in school meals is expected to increase significantly over the 
phased rollout.    
 

6.7 WG are currently modelling 86% uptake for UPFSM which compares to circa 83% 
uptake that was observed in England following the roll-out of universal free school 
meals to Foundation Phase pupils.  
 

6.8 Grant funding will be paid to each local authority based on actual take up of UPFSM. 
Initially WG have modelled funding allocations based on 86% uptake of UPFSM but 
this will be adjusted for actual take-up and claims will be made during the year to allow 
income and cost levels to be monitored effectively.    

 

6.9 Further information on the roll-out of UPFSM will be provided to Council in the Autumn 
Term. 

 

7.0 FINANCIAL IMPLICATION(S) 
 
7.1 The school meals budget has been set for 2022/23 using the current school meal 

prices and no further financial implication is noted. 
 
 

8.0 INTEGRATED IMPACT ASSESSMENT 
 

 

 Positive 
Impacts 

Negative 
Impacts 

Neutral/Not 
Applicable 

1. Merthyr Tydfil Well-being Objectives  0 of 4 0 of 4 4 of 4 

2. Sustainable Development Principles - 
How have you considered the five ways 
of working? 

 Long term 

 Prevention 

 Integration 

 Collaboration 

 Involvement 

5 of 5 0 of 5 0 of 5 

3. Protected Characteristics (including 
Welsh Language) 

 
0 of 10 

 

 
0 of 10 

 

 
10 of 10 

 

4. Socio-economic Disadvantage  
0 of 6 

 
0 of 6 

 
6 of 6 



   

5. Consultation and Engagement 
Undertaken 

Due to be 
Undertaken 

Not Required 

0 of 1 0 of 1 
 

1 of 1 
 

6. Data and Evidence to inform the 
proposal 

Yes No 

 
1 of 1 

 

 
0 of 1 

 

7. Biodiversity and the resilience of 
Ecosystems 

Maintained Enhanced Reduced 
Neutral/Not 
Applicable 

 
0 of 1 

 

 
 0 of 1 

 

 
0 of 1 

 

 
0 of 1 

 

Summary 

The main positive 
impacts are: 

Maintaining school meal prices provides a sustainable approach in the 
current circumstances to delivering the school meal service within a 
balanced budget.  
 
 

The main negative 
impacts are: 

There are no negative impacts. 
 

 

 
SUE WALKER 
DIRECTOR OF EDUCATION 

COUNCILLOR MICHELLE JONES 
CABINET MEMBER FOR LEARNING 
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Does the report contain any issue that may impact the Council’s 
Constitution?  
 

 

 
 

Consultation has been undertaken with the Corporate Management Team in respect of 
each proposal(s) and recommendation(s) set out in this report.  


