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Executive summary 

This report sets out how the government can deliver its commitment to source 50% of public 

sector food from local suppliers or those meeting higher environmental standards (HES).  

Public procurement is a powerful tool to support farming, improve food security and drive 

progress on nature and climate. 

It recommends that the government: 

• Set the 50% target in policy with a clear delivery timetable 

• Strengthen and mandate Government Buying Standards for Food (GBSF) 

• Prioritise HES and support local supply chains 

• Aligns procurement with farming, land use and environmental policy 

Delivering these actions would strengthen domestic food production, support rural economies, 

improve public sector food and ensure public spending contributes to wider government 

priorities. 

The report provides evidence from the UK and internationally showing that more sustainable 

and local procurement can be delivered within existing budgets and systems when supported 

by the right policy framework. 

A phased approach, combined with investment in supply chains and skills, will be necessary to 
enable supply to grow alongside demand, so making an early start on this commitment is 
essential to make strong progress during the remainder of this Parliament. 

Successful delivery of the 50% procurement target would deliver meaningful progress towards 
a more resilient, sustainable and equitable food system, with clear benefits across economic, 
environmental and social outcomes. 
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1. The opportunity: Using sustainable local food procurement to deliver 

government priorities 

 

The impact of public sector food procurement extends well beyond how food is purchased and 

served. Decisions about sourcing and standards shape outcomes across the wider food system, 

influencing local economic activity, the resilience of farming and environmental performance. 

The chapter that follows explores how procurement can support the delivery of multiple 

government objectives. 

Public procurement as a strategic lever 

Public sector food procurement represents a significant and underused lever for delivering the 

government’s priorities on growth, food security and environmental sustainability. Each year, 

around £5 billion is spent on food across the public sector1 shaping demand across supply 

chains that reach farmers, processors and catering suppliers nationwide. We have minimal 

public information on how much of this spend already goes on food with ‘higher environmental 

standards’ such from certified LEAF or organic producers, but it may only be in the low millions. 

Yet, how this spending is directed can directly influence the viability of farm businesses, the 

strength of local economies and the environmental impact of food production. 

Used strategically, public procurement can help align public spending with wider policy 

objectives, supporting a transition towards more sustainable farming, strengthening domestic 

supply chains and improving resilience in the food system. It offers a practical mechanism for 

government to translate its existing commitments into tangible outcomes across multiple policy 

areas. 

Supporting economic growth and rural economies 

Local food should, by definition, be geographically constrained. By increasing demand through 

procurement, business opportunities can be created across regions where food is grown and 

processed, including in areas with weak economic activity. Without this, large-scale and 

national catering companies and wholesalers are more likely to source food from national or 

international suppliers, limiting benefits to SMEs and local economies. 

Evidence shows that local sourcing can generate strong economic multiplier effects. Research 

by the New Economics Foundation found that, in Plymouth and Nottingham, every £1 spent on 

local ingredients in school meals generated an additional £0.85 to £1.19 in local economic 

activity.2 More recent work by Sustain and Aberdeen City Council found £1 spent on locally 

sourced food generated £1.66 in Scotland; with local processing infrastructure in place, this 
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could have increased to £1.96.3 Across the wider pilot, £2.10 of combined public and customer 

investment in local fruit, vegetable and pulse supply chains delivered £9.46 in total benefits, 

including £1.44 to the local economy.4 

In contrast, procurement through non-local supply chains is more likely to see economic value 

flow out of an area and be spent elsewhere in the UK or abroad. Increasing local food trade 

therefore has the potential to support local and rural economies by retaining value in the 

region and directing investment to areas where economic activity is weaker. 

Supporting farm viability and fair returns 

Public procurement can play an important role in improving the viability of farm businesses and 

SMEs. In the current food system, buyer power is concentrated among a handful of retailers 

(mainly nine major supermarket chains) and processors, leaving farmers with limited bargaining 

power to secure fair prices, and many operating at cost or minimal profit. 

Evidence from Sustain shows that producers of a range of staple foods (such as cheddar, 

beefburgers, bread, apples and carrots) receive very low returns, with profits typically less than 

1%.5  

Conversely, shorter, more local supply chains offer producers a way to retain a greater share of 

the food pound. Supplying directly into markets through public procurement can support SME 

farm businesses to diversify into processing to add value and become more financially resilient. 

Strengthening local procurement can also support a shift towards more sustainable farming 

systems. Agroecological and regenerative approaches typically have greater crop and livestock 

diversity and can be less well suited to the mainstream commodities market, where accepted 

produce is often standardised. Public procurement contracts can help create stable demand for 

these products locally, opening up new routes to market and supporting the transition to more 

sustainable forms of production. 

Delivering environmental and climate outcomes 

Aligning public spending with environmental and climate objectives represents a key 

opportunity to accelerate the transition to more sustainable farming systems. Significant 

investment is already being made to support this shift. The Department for Environment, Food 

and Rural Affairs (Defra) is planning to spend over £8 billion on sustainable farming and nature 

recovery between 2026 and 2030, with the majority earmarked for Environmental Land 

Management schemes in England.6 This is alongside further government funding for Landscape 

Recovery projects to improve biodiversity, water quality and flood resilience. However, the 



   

 

6 
 

scale of need remains substantial, with estimates suggesting that at least £2.4 billion per year is 

required to meet environmental targets over the next decade.7 

Public food procurement is not currently aligned with these wider government objectives. As a 

result, it continues to support conventional farming approaches that contribute to soil 

degradation, biodiversity loss, greenhouse gas emissions, and air and river pollution. 

Increasing the proportion of food procured to higher environmental standards would help 

address this gap. Redirecting half of the existing public food spending towards producers 

meeting recognised higher environmental standards would support the transition to more 

sustainable farming practices. It could, we estimate, invest an extra £0.9 to £1.1 billion annually 

in buying food, which contributes to key environmental and climate goals.8 

Strengthening food system resilience 

Improving the resilience of the UK’s food system is increasingly urgent, alongside its long-term 

sustainability. A 2026 government national security assessment advised that ‘significant 

increases in UK food system and supply chain resilience’ are needed to avoid hunger, conflict 

and political instability in the future decline and crop failures.9 

The National Preparedness Commission’s 2025 Just in Case report identified the need to shift 

from a ‘just-in-time’ approach to food distribution and logistics towards a ‘just-in-case’ model. 

This would include building community capacity at regional and local levels to produce and 

process food for times of crisis, supporting more decentralised food production, and making 

better use of land around urban areas for food growing.10 

Given that the Just in Case report forms part of the evidence base for the government’s Food 

Strategy Action Plan, there is an opportunity to include policies to support: 

• Investment in catering facilities and staff skills in schools, hospitals, care homes, prisons 

and other public institutions to rebuild capacity to prepare food communally in a crisis. 

• More distributed regional and sub-regional food supply chains that reduce reliance on a 

small number of national supply chains, which may be vulnerable to disruption.11 

• Addressing the UK production gap (in vegetables, fruit and pulses) and securing high-

quality land close to urban areas for growing,12 

The example of Wales (case study below) shows how these three points can be practically 

integrated. 
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Case study: Welsh vegetables in schools – building local supply chains 

Through Sustain’s Bridging the Gap programme, Food Sense Wales and supplier Castell Howell 
have worked with schools to increase the use of locally grown organic vegetables in school 
catering. With Welsh Government support, the programme now reaches half of Welsh local 
authorities, involving five suppliers and over 400 schools, and has delivered one million portions 
of organic produce in a year. 
 
Cost increases have been minimal, estimated at 1.7p to 3.3p (or 0.5% to 1.1%) per meal. They 

supply organic veg, typically carrots, broccoli and cucumbers, at a 25% discount with the gap 

funded to give growers a fair price. Benefits include guaranteed markets for growers, leading to 

a 20% increase in land farmed for growing nature-friendly produce compared to 2022.13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

8 
 

2. What should the government do now? 

The government has committed to increasing the proportion of public-sector food sourced 

locally or to higher environmental standards. With the Land Use Framework and the 25-Year 

Farming Roadmap recently published, and the Food Strategy Action Plan now in development, 

there is a timely opportunity to translate this commitment into policy and delivery. The 

following four actions set out practical steps that can be taken within this Parliament to align 

public procurement with wider objectives on food security, economic growth and 

environmental sustainability. 

2a. Set the 50% procurement target in policy 

The forthcoming Food Strategy Action Plan provides an immediate opportunity to formalise the 

government’s manifesto commitment to source 50% of public sector food from local suppliers 

or those meeting higher environmental standards.14  

Establishing this target in policy would provide clarity and direction across the public sector and 

signal long-term demand to producers. This is particularly important given current imbalances 

in the UK food system, including low domestic production of fruit and vegetables.15 The UK 

production of fruit and vegetables is, at around 15% and 57% of UK total demand, respectively, 

far lower than for other foodstuffs. Worse still, despite this deficit, CPRE analysis of government 

data (2011 to 2023) shows the UK vegetable area in open fields fell by 17% and by 33% in 

under-cover areas.16This will require: 

• Using the Food Strategy Action Plan to formalise the target and set a clear delivery 

timetable, including interim milestones. 

• Applying the target consistently across the full public sector, including schools, hospitals 

and local authorities. 

• Setting out cross-government responsibilities for delivery across all government 

departments. 

• Aligning the target with wider policy objectives on health, food security and sustainable 

land use, including increasing consumption of fruit, vegetables and plant-based 

proteins. 

• Establishing mechanisms to monitor progress, report on delivery and evaluate wider 

impacts on local economies, job creation, business innovation and sustainable land 

management, supporting ongoing assessment and improvement of the policy.17 

• Identifying and allocating the necessary funding to support implementation and supply 

chain development. 
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2b. Strengthen and mandate government buying standards for food 

The Government Buying Standards for Food (GBSF) provide an important framework for public 

sector food procurement, but they are not consistently applied across the full public sector or 

enforced where they do apply. 

In practice, this has led to variation in standards, limited monitoring of outcomes and a 

continued emphasis on cost over quality. Strengthening and mandating the GBSF will be 

essential to ensure that public procurement supports higher environmental standards, 

healthier diets and more sustainable supply chains.18 

This will require: 

• Revising the GBSF to ensure they support delivery of the 50% procurement target in a 

unified, consistent way across the whole public sector, including central government 

departments and schools, and local, unitary, combined and mayoral authorities. 

• Introducing more ambitious minimum standards for all public sector meals, aligned with 

a healthy and sustainable diet and higher environmental standards. 

• Establishing and mandating a clear requirement within procurement processes to 

balance cost and quality, including stipulating weightings (for example, 10% social value, 

40% cost and 50% quality) to support higher quality, sustainably produced food. 

• Mandating the application of GBSF across the public sector and placing them on a 

statutory footing, similar to school food standards, to ensure consistent 

implementation. 

• Strengthening monitoring, reporting and enforcement mechanisms to ensure 

compliance and track progress against policy objectives. 

2c. Prioritise food produced to higher environmental standards and support local 

supply chains 

Increasing the proportion of food sourced to higher environmental standards (certified through 
recognised schemes including LEAF or organic certification), alongside strengthening local 
supply chains, will be central to delivering more sustainable and resilient public food 
procurement. 

This requires both a shift in demand and the development of supply-side capacity. At present, 

gaps in infrastructure, skills and investment limit the ability of small and medium-sized 

producers to access public procurement markets and scale up sustainable production. 

This will require: 
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• Investing in local and regional food infrastructure, including facilities for aggregation, 

processing, storage and distribution, to address gaps in supply chains and support 

SMEs.19 

• Supporting the viability of key sectors, such as livestock, by improving access to local 

processing, including sustaining and expanding smaller abattoirs, which have declined 

significantly in number.20 21 22 

• Enabling growth in sectors aligned with healthier and more sustainable diets, including 

horticulture and grain-growing, through investment in on-farm infrastructure, 

processing machinery and storage.23 

• Providing more stable and long-term funding to support rural development and local 

food systems, building on previous programmes that enabled investment in local 

businesses and supply chains.24 25 

• Strengthening public sector catering capacity, including investment in kitchens, 

workforce skills and menu planning, to support the use of fresh, seasonal and minimally 

processed ingredients.26 

• Adapting procurement and contracting approaches to improve access for smaller 

suppliers and support shorter, more local supply chains. 

Case studies: Bath and North East Somerset and Bury – dynamic procurement in 

action 

Bath and North East Somerset Council has introduced a dynamic purchasing system for school 

food procurement, enabling contracts to be fulfilled by a mix of suppliers, including SMEs. This 

approach allows suppliers to move in and out of the system depending on availability, thereby 

overcoming barriers associated with traditional framework contracts, such as stringent pre-

qualification requirements and limited tender windows. By partnering with a local delivery hub 

and an online platform, the council has been able to efficiently manage supply from multiple 

producers. The contract, awarded in 2016 for five years at a value of £700,000 per annum, 

demonstrates how procurement can be redesigned to support local supply chains and SME 

participation.27 28 

Bury Council has also used a dynamic purchasing system to award £5.6 million in school 

catering contracts to small, local food providers. This approach has enabled the council to meet 

quality requirements for school meals at a lower cost.29 
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2d. Align procurement with wider farming and land use policy 

Delivering this shift in public food procurement will require alignment between public 

procurement and wider policies on farming, land use and environmental management. A 

coordinated, cross-government approach will be needed to ensure that supply can respond to 

increased demand while supporting a transition to more sustainable forms of production. 

This will require: 

• Ensuring that delivery of the 25-Year Farming Roadmap builds on the Organic Action 

Plan and other procurement commitments to drive growth in LEAF, organic and other 

agroecological production systems, including sustainable horticulture, to meet future 

procurement demand.30 

• Strengthening the Sustainable Farming Incentive to support a whole-farm approach to 

sustainable production, including baseline assessment and monitoring of environmental 

outcomes to build the evidence base for expanding sustainable food supply. 

• Using the next iteration of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) to identify 

and more robustly protect high-quality agricultural land as critical national 

infrastructure for long-term food security, resilience and sustainable food production. 
• Supporting the adoption of proven procurement models across the public sector, 

building on UK experience such as Bath and North East Somerset where dynamic 

procurement has enabled greater use of local suppliers and more flexible sourcing. 

• Expanding the use of shared tools and platforms, such as the Crown Commercial 

Service’s Buying Better Food and Drink platform, to simplify access to a wider range of 

suppliers and support consistent application of standards and implementation across 

the public sector.31 

• Strengthening knowledge exchange, leadership and capability within procurement 

teams to support cultural and operational change, including adapting menus, supply 

chains and sourcing practices.32 

• Taking a multi-faceted, coordinated, cross-government approach to delivery, drawing on 

international best practice, particularly the Danish model, which combined procurement 

policy with support for producers, supply chains and skills development.33 

While most of the recommendations above can be delivered within this Parliament, a policy 

alignment sustained over a much longer period will be essential to progress delivery of the 50% 

target.  
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3. Policy barriers and how they can be overcome 

Delivering this shift in public food procurement will require coordinated action across policy, 

procurement systems and supply chains. This section outlines the key enablers needed to 

support effective implementation, including policy alignment, leadership, data and practical 

delivery mechanisms. 

Providing clear leadership and direction on delivery 

While the government’s Industrial Strategy acknowledges the agri-food sector and advances in 

biology linked to food supply, there is scope to more fully recognise the role of farming and 

food production in delivering sustainable growth and supporting a wider green economy.34 35 

By embedding public procurement more clearly within this agenda, the government can 

connect food policy with broader economic and environmental priorities. 

Similarly, greater integration of wider food policy will be important.  

The Defra Food Strategy takes a food system perspective but does not include the role of public 

procurement in shaping demand and supporting local and sustainable food systems. Building 

on progress made in the 2050 Farming Roadmap, the forthcoming Food Strategy Action Plan is 

a critical opportunity to ensure that procurement is recognised as a key delivery mechanism 

within the wider Food Strategy. 

Leadership across these policy areas will be needed to ensure a coordinated approach and to 

maximise the contribution of public procurement to national priorities on food security, 

economic development and environmental sustainability. 

Establish a clear baseline for public food procurement 

An up-to-date understanding of food spend across the public sector will be essential to support 

effective policy development and delivery. At present, there is no comprehensive robust recent 

assessment of how much is spent on food across the public sector or how that spending is 

distributed. Establishing a reliable baseline is a vital first step to enabling the government to set 

a meaningful target and put in place appropriate funding and delivery mechanisms to achieve 

it. 

Improved data would also enhance understanding of the wider economic, social and 

environmental impact of public food procurement. Existing estimates of total spend vary 

significantly. Key literature refers to around £2.4 billion annually,36 while the 2021 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Select Committee report cited a figure of over £2 billion, 
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based on earlier Defra evidence.37 38 Adjusting the £2.4 billion figure for inflation suggests that 

current spending may be closer to £3.94 billion per year.39 More recent estimates, including the 

Quince Independent Review, suggest that total public sector food procurement could be in the 

region of £5 billion annually, a figure also referenced in ministerial statements.40 41 

Establishing a consistent and transparent baseline would provide a stronger foundation for 

setting targets, monitoring progress and maximising the impact of public procurement in 

delivering wider policy objectives. 

Strengthened coordination across government policy and procurement 

Strong policy direction is essential to support effective delivery of the government’s 

commitment on public food procurement. To date, there has been variation in how the scope 

of the commitment has been described in political statements. By establishing a coherent and 

unified approach, the government can provide greater certainty for public bodies and suppliers 

and support more effective implementation.42  

Clear definitions of ‘local’ and ‘sustainable’ food are needed 

Establishing clear definitions and criteria for ‘local’ and ‘sustainable’ food from the outset will 

be essential to support monitoring, compliance and the overall effectiveness of the 50% 

procurement target. 

Previous commitments in political speeches and the 2024 Labour manifesto by this government 

have variously referred to food that is ’locally produced’, ’sustainable’ or ’certified to higher 

environmental standards’ but the terms are rarely defined. 43 44 

The National Procurement Policy Statement provides a useful foundation, aiming to ‘increase 

the proportion of food purchased across the public sector that is certified to higher 

environmental standards and which high-quality producers, including local suppliers, are well 

placed to meet’. There is also an opportunity to build on existing frameworks to establish 

workable definitions. Sustainable, or higher environmental, standards can align with recognised 

certification schemes, such as Integrated Farm Management or organic production, and buying 

standards already referenced by the government.45 Using established standards in this way 

would provide a practical starting point for implementation while ensuring credibility and 

consistency. 

Defining ‘local’ is complex, but existing policy and practice provide a basis for a practical 

approach. The previous government’s 2022 consultation considered regional and county-based 

definitions,46 while the 2025 UK Food Strategy recognises ‘local’ as sub-regional, within the UK 



   

 

14 
 

food system, ‘made up of smaller regional and local food systems’.47 Further reform to public 

procurement to support small businesses (SMEs) and social enterprises was set out in a Cabinet 

Office consultation running from June to September 2025.48 Specifically this proposes large 

‘contracting authorities’ to set their own stretching targets for 3 years for spend with SMEs as 

well as voluntary and social enterprises, together with annual reporting requirements. 

Supporting SMEs in procurement suggests that ‘local’ is not defined solely by geography but by 

the nature and size of a business. This fits with a more nuanced understanding of food systems, 

defined as much by ‘the kinds of production and trading relationships in which businesses are 

engaged’ as their location.49 In practice, a functional definition that reflects both geography and 

supply chain characteristics may offer the most effective approach. 

In the absence of universally agreed definitions, an initial set of proxy criteria could be adopted 

and refined over time as supply chains develop. This would enable implementation to begin 

without delay while allowing for flexibility as production, certification and supply capacity 

expand.  

The characteristics of such local food systems include short supply chains, direct-from-producer 
arrangements, and the type of enterprises that build wealth locally, like social enterprises, 
cooperatives and SMEs. These are typically the characteristics that drive benefits for farming 
communities, the economy and the environment. 
 
Overall, a more integrated approach that supports both local supply chains and sustainable 
production will help ensure that procurement contributes effectively to wider objectives on 
land use, nature recovery and climate. 
 

Costs and affordability can be managed  

Cost is a central consideration in public sector procurement, with evidence showing that price 

can account for 50-80% of contract evaluation criteria.50 This can limit the ability of public 

bodies to prioritise food quality, sustainability and local sourcing. Moving towards higher 

environmental standards and more local supply chains may involve some upfront investment, 

particularly in catering capacity, workforce skills and adapting procurement practices. 

However, evidence from both the UK and internationally (in particular, the case study of 

Denmark set out below) suggests that these costs can be managed and, in some cases, offset 

over time. Changes to menus, including increased use of seasonal produce and plant-based 

foods, can reduce overall costs, while improved procurement practices can deliver efficiencies. 

For example, the Bath and North East Somerset dynamic procurement model has 

demonstrated that sourcing from local suppliers can achieve cost control through clearer 

pricing, better management information and intelligent substitution of ingredients.51 
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This evidence indicates that cost should not be a barrier to reform. With the right procurement 

frameworks, investment and support, public bodies can improve food quality and sustainability 

while continuing to operate within existing or manageable budgets. 

Case study: Denmark - delivering higher standards within existing budgets 

Denmark’s Organic Action Plan (2015) aimed to double the 2007 area under organic production 

by 2020.52 It combined state-funded policy initiatives across finance, organic labelling, 

supporting producers, the organic supply chain and educating kitchen staff and caterers. A key 

aspect is the public sector modelling the change to organic on publicly owned land and in public 

sector kitchens.53 The Government requires public canteens to meet their silver Organic Cuisine 

Label, meaning that at least 60% (with an aspirational further target of 90%) of food served 

must be organic. Over 3,200 canteens were certified by 2021, with the city of Copenhagen’s 

public kitchens achieving 90% organic food served.54 55 More broadly, experience from 

Denmark shows that a transition to higher environmental standards can be delivered within 

existing budgets by reducing food waste, shifting towards seasonal produce and increasing the 

use of plant-based ingredients. This approach has also delivered wider benefits, such as 

improved diets and estimated economic gains of around €300 per person. 56 

4. What success looks like 

Successful delivery of the 50% procurement target would result in a more resilient, sustainable 

and equitable food system. This section sets out what this would look like in practice across 

economic, environmental and social outcomes. 

A more resilient food system 

A stronger domestic supply of food, particularly fruit, vegetables and plant-based proteins, 

reducing reliance on imports and improving the UK’s ability to respond to future shocks and 

disruptions. 

Stronger farm businesses and rural economies 

More stable and fairer returns for farmers and producers, with increased participation of SMEs 

in public procurement and greater economic activity retained within local and regional 

economies. 
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Progress on nature and climate 

An expansion of farming systems that support nature recovery, improved soil and water 

quality, and reduced greenhouse gas emissions, contributing to national environmental and net 

zero targets. 

Healthier public sector food 

Improved quality and nutritional value of meals served across schools, hospitals and other 

public institutions, supporting healthier diets and better long-term health outcomes This issue 

is not considered in detail in this report and is covered in work by Sustain and others.  

Better use of public spending 

Public sector food procurement aligned with wider government priorities, delivering greater 

value for money through social, economic and environmental benefits. 
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Appendix A - Statistical note  

 
Introduction  

The briefing section on Delivering environmental and climate outcomes states the following:   

“Redirecting half of the existing public food spending towards producers meeting 

recognised higher environmental standards would support the transition to more sustainable 

farming practices. It could, we estimate, invest an extra £0.9 to £1.1 billion annually in buying 

food, which contributes to key environmental and climate goals.” 

This statistical note sets out in further detail how this figure was generated.  

Caveats and limitations 

Most figures of total spend on public food procurement in the literature examined are estimates 

with no or few references to how the figure was calculated. Some figures referenced are dated. 

Estimates as reported also refer variously to the cost of public procurement, meaning 

ingredients and catering services, or the cost of buying the food, so excluding catering services 

and cost, which increases confusion. The lack of monitoring of public procurement spend means 

we lack authoritative data to work with. Food procurement research published recently by 

Defra emphasizes the ‘substantial uncertainty’ of its own estimates due to ‘limited robust data.’1 

Estimates in the public domain   

A figure of £2.4 billion is cited by Defra in evidence to EFRA Committee in 2021 as follows: 

”In 2010 it was estimated that annual spend on procuring public food and catering services 

totalled £2.4bn.” This refers to annual total spend on ingredients and catering costs such as on 

staff and energy  

This figure appears elsewhere but, as needs to be made clear, refers to food buying alone not 

additional catering costs:  

- Keir Starmer stated to the NFU Conference, February 2023: “50% of all food purchased 

by the public sector will be food produced locally and sustainably, That is £1.2 billion of 

public money spent on quality food that is genuinely better for peoples’ health. And 50% 

is just the minimum. We will do everything to go beyond it.” This implies a total public 

spend on food of £2.4 billion but limited to food buying but not catering services. 

 

- The Dimbleby National Food Strategy (2021) refers to (p160): “The Government spends 

£2.4 billion every year buying food for schools, hospitals, the Armed Forces, prisons and 

Government offices.” Again, this explicitly does not include catering costs.  
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A different estimate has been quoted more recently of £5 billion both by the Quince 

Independent Review (May 2024) and Steve Reed MP when Defra Secretary of State (January 

2025).23 Both of these refer to the £5 billion as the spend on overall public sector food 

procurement ie both food buying and catering costs.  
 

How we calculated the figure of ‘an extra £0.9 to £1.1 billion annually’ 

We decided to use the most recent estimated quotes of £5 billion for overall public sector 

procurement as used by the Quince Review. A careful reading of the £2.4 billion estimates for 

food buying within that used by both Keir Starmer and the Dimbleby report do suggest a similar 

total, depending on the split between food ingredients and catering spend.   

To give us greater reassurance about the £5 billion figure we applied food and catering price 

inflation to the historic figure cited by Defra to the EFRA select committee and referenced in 

their evidence to generate an inflation adjusted spend for 2025:  the ONS RPI food and catering 

index increased from 209.8 (January 2010) to 344.9 (January 2025) giving a coefficient of 1.64 

(rounded down). This coefficcient applied to £2.4 billion gives £3.94 billion as a revised 

estimate.4 

Taking the £5 billion figure, we wanted to estimate the food buying component of this to assess 

the potential spend under delivery of a 50% target for buying sustainable local food for public 

catering. We were unable to find NHS spend data but identified recent School Food Matters 

data on the costs of school meals and the food share of procurement costs ie excluding catering. 

We used this school meals data as a proxy for the food ingredient share of wider public sector 

food procurement spending.5 This data uses actual costs on food per meal reported by primary 

and secondary schools for school meals in 2024:  

- The range of spend on food is from £1.06 to £1.17 in primary and secondary respectively 

of £2.96 and £2.68 total on meals or a range of 35.8 – 43.6% of the overall meal cost.  

We’ve used the range of percentages here as a basis for an initial estimate of how much of 

the £5 billion public sector spend on food procurement could be allocated to the food 

ingredients and so to sustainable/local food as a 50% share as follows:  

Of the £5 billion public sector spend this could mean a spend of £1.79 bn to £2.18 bn on food 

ingredients in the public sector; so a 50% spend on local/sustainable food could redirect half of 

this - £0.895 to £1.09 billion to suppliers/ producers of such food via the procurement target.  

Recent research  

Since this analysis was completed, Defra has published new research by City University and 

WRAP.6 This provides helpful new estimates of the total number of meals served in the public 

sector as well as an estimate of total spend, which strongly support the £5 billion figure quoted. 

These are as follows: 
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“Original estimates of the scale of public sector food service in England suggest that 1.9 billion 

meals are served per year, with more than 90% being in educational and healthcare institutions. 

An original estimate of expenditure suggests that £4.9 billion is spent on food and catering 

services, approximately double an older but much-cited estimate, suggesting that the economic 

impact of food procurement has been under-appreciated.”7 

They further note that: “Of this total expenditure, we estimate that around half (52%) is 

expenditure on ingredients or foodstuffs, about 41% on labour, with remaining costs elsewhere 

(energy, water, waste treatment, administration and so on)”.8 

The new research gives breakdowns of meals and costs in different sectors of the public 

domain: education, healthcare and other including prisons, military and civll service. It appears 

to omit local authority staff, which could – depending on how broadly public sector is framed – 

add even further potential.  

While the total figure largely underpins the £5 billion estimate, the share of food spend is 

slightly higher than we calculated – it suggests that using school meals for food cost may be an 

underestimate as adults tend to eat larger portions than certainly primary school children. If we 

apply the 52% food share they use to this slightly lower overall estimate of 4.9 billion, a 50% 

spend on sustainable/local food should be £1.27 billion making our range of £0.9 to 1.1 billion a 

conservative estimate.  
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