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Origins

• The book draws on 20+ years of 

research into public food systems 

in and beyond the UK

• Began as a labour of love with the 

Powys Food Links (PFL) project to 

get local food into a local hospital

• The project was a total failure 

• But failure can be instructive if we 

care to learn the lessons 



Learning the lessons…

• Our very first food report in 2002 sought 
to understand why it failed and the 
reasons were the following:

– perceived EU procurement regulations

– tendering procedures that were too 
complex for local suppliers

– public catering preferences that  
favoured large suppliers

– NHS audit conventions that were 
unable to account for the health gains 
of nutritious food



Part I examines food in the public sphere, 
where I explore the Agrifood Polycrisis – the 
interlinked crises of climate change, 
biodiversity loss and diet-related diseases.

Reclaiming the public plate means using the 
power of purchase to fashion a fairer, 
healthier and more sustainable food system 
by substituting values-based procurement 
for a neoliberal approach which allows low 
cost to masquerade as best value.

Themes and arguments



Part II presents a deep dive into 3 public 
food systems, all of which have been 
compromised by 40 years of neoliberal 
policies towards food and the public sector:

- In schools I examine the Whole School Approach 
and the twin challenges of universal free school 
meal and plant-based menus

- In healthcare I examine the Sisyphean task of 
providing clinical solutions to the societal problem 
of ultra-processed foods

- In prisons I examine the defects of the carceral diet 
and use The Clink to show how good food offers 
hope and dignity to help prisoners rehabilitate 
themselves 

Themes and arguments



Part III assesses the prospects for change 
and identifies some of the agents of change 
in the form of the Good Food Movement – 
Civil Society Organizations working with 
governments and public bodies committed 
to a fairer, healthier and more sustainable 
food system.

Two key CSOs are the Soil Association and 
Sustain and they have helped to change the 
way the public sector views and values food, 
creating what I call foodscapes of hope

Themes and arguments



Foodscapes of hope



Catering for health

“Healthy and nutritious food is 
comparatively expensive; cheap 
food is associated with higher 
obesity levels, which has many 
different health impacts. The Office 
for National Statistics (ONS) 
reported that between 18 October 
2023 and 1 January 2024, 20 per 
cent of households in the most 
deprived quintile reported eating 
less fruit and fewer vegetables 
because of cost-of-living increases, 
compared to 8 per cent of the least 
deprived quintile. Almost half of 
primary care providers are running 
foodbanks”



The labour of Sisyphus

❑ The NHS is a modern 
Sisyphus

❑ Condemned to provide a 
clinical solution to a societal 
problem

❑ It is being set up to fail 
unless societal solutions can 
be found for the epidemic of 
diet-related diseases



The real food bill



Catering for health



Values-based procurement
Values for money Framing procurement



Procuring for health



Spreading good practice



Good practice: a bad traveller?



Prospects for change



Prospects for change



England: the future of school meals



Scotland and Wales



Public catering politics 



Alliances for change


	Slide 1: Serving the public: the good food revolution  Hospital Caterers Association  Leadership + Development Forum Hilton Birmingham Metropole 1+2 April 2025       
	Slide 2: Origins
	Slide 3: Learning the lessons…
	Slide 4: Themes and arguments
	Slide 5: Themes and arguments
	Slide 6: Themes and arguments
	Slide 7: Foodscapes of hope
	Slide 8: Catering for health
	Slide 9: The labour of Sisyphus
	Slide 10: The real food bill
	Slide 11: Catering for health
	Slide 12: Values-based procurement
	Slide 13: Procuring for health
	Slide 14: Spreading good practice
	Slide 15: Good practice: a bad traveller?
	Slide 16: Prospects for change
	Slide 17: Prospects for change
	Slide 18: England: the future of school meals
	Slide 19: Scotland and Wales
	Slide 20: Public catering politics 
	Slide 21: Alliances for change

