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Abolishing hunger among
children in the UK
We will all have woken up this morning knowing there are children

in this country who went to bed last night on an empty stomach.

We also know that a large number of those children will have

taken that hunger with them to school. 

This is the most crushing finding from a recent report from the All-

Party Parliamentary Group on Hunger, examining the extent,

causes and changing dynamics of hunger among families in the

UK. With the reliance on food banks on the increase, the Group’s

Chair, Frank Field, and the report’s author, Andrew Forsey, summarise

the evidence received and present some potential solutions.

The politics of hunger
The origins of the report A Route Map to Ending
Hunger as we know it in the United Kingdom1

lie in two political developments. The first was
the Prime Minister’s failure in 2012, and again in
2013, to commission a public inquiry into
Britain’s vulnerability to hunger. The second
was a common and growing concern among
MPs and Peers from all political parties about
the number of adults and children in our com-
munities who rely on emergency food parcels
from food banks. When we organised ourselves
into a formal cross-party inquiry team in April
2014, our objectives were twofold: to discover
why so many of our constituents had to draw
upon this source of emergency help in order to
stave off hunger; and to propose, on the back of
this evidence, a strategy for relieving and then
preventing this hunger. 

Nothing could have prepared us for what we
were to learn over the following eight months.

What began as an inquiry into food bank use
soon became an exercise in unpacking the con-
tents of Pandora’s Box. 

Pandora’s Box
Four hundred groups and individuals con-
tributed evidence to us on the sheer myriad of
forces which had combined to tighten the grip of
hunger around so many communities. A majority
of them reported how all too many families had
been left with no money for weeks and weeks
and weeks while they waited for a benefit or tax
credit claim to be processed and paid. Many
others were trying to survive on next to nothing
because an urgent hospital visit, for example,
meant they could not attend their appointment
at the jobcentre. This misfortune was deemed
to have warranted a sanction on their benefit
claim and a complete cessation of income. 

Our main finding, however, was that, for most of
the population, the need to buy a child’s new
school uniform or pair of shoes, replace a lost
wallet, handle a family illness, or cover any one of
a series of bills arriving in a short space of time,
can make life turbulent for a few days or weeks.
But such has been the corrosive effect of mar-
ket prices on poorer families’ budgets over the
past decade, that any one of these unplanned
complications lurking in Pandora’s Box, includ-
ing also the delayed processing and payment of
benefit, has proven enough to kick some of our
poorest adults and their children to the bottom
and beyond, and into the clutches of hunger. The



feature

12 Poverty 153 

Abolishing hunger

Work and Pensions (DWP) last year managed to
speed up the time it takes to process new ben-
efit claims – a not insignificant achievement –
but still there were 205,000 new claimants of
jobseeker’s allowance left without money for
more than 10 days while their claim was being
processed. One such claimant and her family,
who waited ten weeks for her claim to be
processed, was ‘sitting in the dark wrapped in
blankets’ when her local St Vincent de Paul
called with an emergency food parcel. 

Again paradoxically, the DWP had acted swiftly
on Feeding Britain’s recommendation to make
people aware of the emergency payments that
could tide them over until their claim was finally
processed and paid, but of the 228,039 requests
made for emergency payments between October
2014 and September 2015, only 87,534 were
successful and 65,522 remained unaccounted for.

The DWP had also accepted our proposal for a
‘yellow card’ early warning system which would
give claimants two weeks’ notice of its intention
to apply a sanction to their benefit claim. Under
a pilot scheme taking place this year, claimants
will be given the chance within this two-week
warning period of proving that they had not
intentionally flouted the terms of their claimant
commitment, thereby avoiding a sanction. 

The need for such a mechanism was clearly
demonstrated in the evidence we received a
year on from Feeding Britain. One extreme case
involved a mother being sanctioned for missing
her appointment at the jobcentre, having had a
miscarriage on her way there from dropping her
children at school. Another mother was sanc-
tioned for seeking to postpone her appointment
following the sudden collapse of her childcare
arrangements. Both needed emergency food
parcels. 

Such is the link we identified in certain parts of
the country, between fewer sanctions being
applied to benefit claims and a corresponding
fall in the number of people using food banks,
we wished to open up a further reform front to
protect particularly vulnerable claimants and
their children from hunger. Hence our recom-
mendation that the DWP pilots a ‘grace period’
for those claimants who stand little chance of
fulfilling their obligations. During this period,
which would apply at times of transition or
acute difficulty, the routine requirements placed
on this group of claimants would be eased. We
suggested that the DWP might wish to focus
this pilot initially on homeless claimants, such
as those mothers who must ‘surf’ with their
young children from one friend’s front room to

evidence proved to us just how complicated and
vulnerable children’s lives can be, and even more
so when they are growing up in a poor home.

Feeding Britain
The report we published at the end of this exer-
cise in December 2014, Feeding Britain, docu-
mented the loss of the financial margin which
had previously allowed all of us, including, cru-
cially, the poor, to survive these ‘setbacks’ with
greater or lesser difficulty. A most revealing
finding was that more than half of all house-
holds with a weekly income of £300 or less had
no savings at all – a 10 per cent increase over
the last decade in the number of poor people
with literally nothing to fall back on.  

Feeding Britain concluded that the decade-long
erosion of this margin had given rise to an
unprecedented tide of hunger in post-war
Britain. It also made 77 recommendations, all of
which were unanimously agreed on a cross-
party basis, in an attempt to stem this tide. 

Soon after we began drafting Feeding Britain, it
became obvious that it would mark only the first
small step of a long, hard journey on the path to
eliminating hunger in this country. Equally obvi-
ous was the need to draw upon the collective
horsepower of government, charities, social
enterprises, market regulators, supermarkets
and utility companies, if we were to make any
meaningful progress along this path by 2020. 

A first milestone on this journey came last
September when the cross-party group issued
a second call for evidence on the changing
dynamics of hunger in this country. We decided
to compile a second report, which would reflect
on the ever-spinning kaleidoscope of emer-
gency food provision and audit the progress
made on Feeding Britain’s recommendations.

How then did the land lie at this first milestone?
A Route Map to Ending Hunger as we know it in
the United Kingdom, which we published in
December, revealed mixed terrain. 

The state of the nation’s safety net
We simply do not know how many families have
been left in the lurch with no money by HM
Revenue and Customs while their tax credit
claims are halted for a recalculation. We have
enough evidence though to suggest immediate
reforms are required to maintain a continuous
income for this group of families, many of whom
are in low-paid work and are at risk of going
hungry without tax credits. 

What we do know is that the Department for
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woven hunger into the lives of Britain’s poor? 

There were three items in particular which we
found to compound hunger among children:
under-registration for free school meals; the
inability or unwillingness of some parents to
make sure their children are fed before starting
school; and the absence of free school meals
during the school holidays. 

Hunger-proofing the school day
One matter of urgency on which we seek co-
ordinated action from national and local gov-
ernment is the appalling situation whereby poor
children go hungry every lunchtime because
they have not been signed up to receive their
free school meal entitlement. The most recent
estimate from the Department for Education
suggests there are around 160,000 such chil-
dren in this country. 

We wished for our report both to celebrate and
encourage those innovative local authorities
which have acted on this evidence of unmet
need. A small but growing number of them are
using their housing benefit records to identify
such families whose children are eligible, but
not registered to receive free school meals.
Once identified, each family is informed by the
local authority that their child has automatically
been signed up to receive free school meals,
with no need to fill in any forms unless they wish
to opt out of entitlement. As part of the Feeding
Birkenhead campaign, which was set up to
implement some of Feeding Britain’s recom-
mendations at a local level, Wirral Council has
identified almost 700 such children. Once
signed up, each child is guaranteed a hot meal
every day and, as these funds are tied to the
number of pupils registered for free school
meals, their schools receive £725,000 in addi-
tional pupil premium money. This innovative
work delivers a win-win situation, at no extra
cost to local authorities. We have therefore
drawn up the Free School Meals (Registration
of Eligible Children) Bill, for which 126 MPs from
all parties registered support. If enacted, it
would require all local authorities to implement
this policy. 

Taking hunger to school
Another evil staring us in the face is the daily rit-
ual of children starting lessons hungry and
being unable to concentrate. Some of these
children may have gone without food because
their parents failed to get them ready for school
and either could not, or would not, get them to
school in time to attend a breakfast club. In the
words of one hungry child: ‘Mum wasn’t up and
the cupboards were empty.’ Indeed, in some

another, week after week, in order to keep a roof
over their heads. 

A further proposal was for the DWP to build into
the ‘yellow card’ policy an option for jobcentre
staff to issue a non-financial sanction for a
claimant’s first failure to meet the terms of their
claimant commitment, particularly if they have a
strong track record of looking for work. 

We wished to build similarly on the evidence
presented to us on local authorities’ administra-
tion of the local welfare safety net – a last line of
defence for those families at risk of falling below
the national minimum – which in some areas is
adequately meeting emergency need and in
others needs to be strengthened. Croydon
Council wrote to all local residents affected by
the benefit cap and the ‘bedroom tax’, setting out
how much they would lose. It then developed
the tools and policies that residents needed to
build ‘action plans’. These plans helped residents
to mitigate their losses by saving or earning
money in other ways. The Council then engaged
with residents to help them develop these
action plans, which not only looked at getting
people into work, but focused on health issues,
such as smoking cessation. They also support-
ed more people away from homelessness. 

A further recommendation here was for all local
authorities to consult every year with local vol-
untary organisations which work with our very
poorest citizens, on the types of costs that
should be covered by the local welfare safety
net and from whom claims should be invited.
This criteria should reflect the size of the funds
available, as well as the diverse and changing
needs of the very poorest in each community,
but have as its main aim the prevention of
hunger among children. Local authorities should
also lobby for more adequate central govern-
ment support. 

On the social security front, therefore, we con-
cluded that both national and local government
had made some welcome progress in 2015. But
they have left themselves a long way to travel if
they are to prevent any of our fellow citizens
and their children falling below the national min-
imum and into a state of hunger. Our Working
Party on Benefit Administration detailed the
very weakest links in the social security system
that are in need of urgent attention. If govern-
ment were able to process and pay benefits and
tax credits promptly and in full, alongside our
proposals for a fairer and more effective sanc-
tions regime, it would overnight halve the num-
ber of people relying on food banks.2 But what
of the other items in Pandora’s Box which have
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over six weeks at a total cost to each project 
of approximately £9 per child. The food was
sourced mainly from FareShare, His Food and
Kellogg’s donating good quality surplus break-
fast products. The feedback from children, par-
ents and volunteers was incredibly positive.
One parent said it had ‘been a godsend having
somewhere like this during the holidays’, and
this relief was shared by volunteers working in
the town’s food banks. The number of people
fed and supported by Birkenhead’s food banks
fell from 493 in July to 479 in August. In
September, once the Feeding Birkenhead proj-
ects had come to an end, and the school term
began, the numbers increased to 698. 

Evidence from these pilots and elsewhere
though suggests they will need to be bolstered
by schools and local authorities if they are to
become a firm and long-lasting safeguard
against hunger. North Ayrshire Council has
found £36,000 from underspends in its budget
to keep open 10 schools during the holidays.
Each school makes available one hour of free
food and a further hour of fun activities to pri-
mary school children who usually receive free
school meals. In the first five weeks of the 2015
summer holiday, 600 children were fed each
day and, crucially, school buildings were used
for the year-round benefit of their communities.

We therefore advocate in A Route Map to
Ending Hunger as we know it in the United
Kingdom, that such provision be scaled up into
a national programme of food and fun in the
school holidays. Such provision would all but
eliminate hunger among children outside term
time, and it could be funded by a mere fraction
of the proceeds raised from a small levy on fizzy
drinks that are packed full of sugar. 

Were this policy to be enacted alongside the
automatic registration of eligible children for
free school meals, as well as the wider reform
programme set out in A Route Map to Ending
Hunger as we know it in the United Kingdom,
we might just wake up in 2020 knowing that the
nation’s children had gone to bed the night
before with a decent meal inside them.  ■

Frank Field is the Member of Parliament for Birkenhead
and Chair of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Hunger.

Andrew Forsey heads Frank Field’s parliamentary office.

1 Available at www.feedingbritain.com

2 We found that problems stemming from benefit claims account for:

around half of referrals to Glasgow South West Food Bank; 62.5%

of referrals to King’s Lynn Food Bank; 60% of referrals to Black

Country Food Bank; over half of referrals to Tower Hamlets Food

Bank; 55% of referrals to County Durham Food Bank; 49% of

referrals to Norwich Food Bank; and 47% of referrals to West

Cheshire Food Bank.

homes, ‘the responsibility for balanced meals
lies with 11–18-year-olds as they are the only
ones who know how to cook’, while one school
in Coventry told of an all too typical scenario in
which a child ‘had come to school with one
“value” packet of supermarket crisps in their
lunch box – which was all they were supposed
to eat for the whole school day.’

In some cases, teachers themselves had taken
on the responsibility of providing children with a
first item of food each morning, ‘with supplies
of snacks in their desk drawers precisely
because pupils come to school hungry.’ The
government deserves credit therefore for fol-
lowing Feeding Britain’s recommendation to
expand the Troubled Families programme, so
that school governors can refer to the pro-
gramme those parents who repeatedly send
their children to school hungry. 

Yet, as on the whole question of hunger, there is
no data on the number of children hungry
because of the chaotic lifestyle of their parents.
There is no data either on the number of parents
who lead chaotic lives because of their addic-
tions. Nor is there data on the number of such
parents who are helped to kick these addictions.

But progress on this front must not disguise the
main reason for hunger – low or unstable levels of
income. It was reported to us that some mothers
had sold their possessions, including house-
hold goods, to prevent them having to go to a
food bank to feed their children. For such fami-
lies, the struggle to live free of hunger is hard
enough during term time with the option of a
free school meal, or even a free breakfast club,
on the table. This lifeline disappears in most of
the country once the school bells ring to mark
the beginning of the holidays, with parents in
many cases incurring further sacrifices to their
own wellbeing in order to see to their children’s
needs. Glasgow South West Food Bank shared
with us the story of ‘a seven year old [who]
offered her last quarter sandwich to her mother
because “you haven’t eaten anything today”.’

Hunger-free holidays
Food banks reported to us a general spike in
need during the school holidays. One project
reported that children were known to be out all
day with just £1 in their pocket. This was usual-
ly spent on a fizzy drink and a packet of sweets.

Action is underway in some parts of the country
to counter this desperate situation. As part of
the Feeding Birkenhead campaign, eight proj-
ects ran free food and fun projects during the
2015 summer holiday. They fed 2,058 children
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