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22 October 2020 
 
 
 
Dear local resident,  
 
 
A number of residents have raised their concerns about my decision not to support the calls 
for the Government to continue directly funding provision of free school meals over the 
school holidays until Easter 2021, and I would like to take this opportunity to set out the 
reasons for my decision. 
 
As the Secretary of State for Education set out during the debate yesterday, in March, the 
Government asked schools to close to all but a very small number of children to help stop 
the spread of the virus. Given the unprecedented nature of this decision, the Government 
took swift and decisive action, and invested significant funding to ensure that it could 
continue free school meal provision for eligible children. The Government also, temporarily, 
extended eligibility for free school meals to children from families with no recourse to public 
funds, and has since extended this arrangement further into the autumn term while it 
undertakes a review.  
 
Provision for free school meals is ordinarily term time only. However, the Government 
recognises that the long summer break is the time when families most welcome support, 
and when children will most benefit from engaging activities so that they are ready to learn 
when they return to school in September. Therefore, for the past three years, the 
Government has supported disadvantaged children with free healthy meals and enriching 
activities through its holiday activities and food programme. This summer, the £9 million 
programme supported about 50,000 children across 17 different local authority areas.  
 
The Government also introduced a £120 million Covid Summer Food Fund, in recognition of 
the particular pressure on family finances this year, which saw over £380 million worth of 
voucher codes redeemed into supermarket e-gift cards by schools and families with over 
20,000 schools placing orders. It is right that such extraordinary measures were put in place. 
 
I understand the calls for the free school meals programme to be extended further. 
However, now that pupils are back in schools, kitchens have reopened and are able to 
provide nutritious meals to all children, including those eligible for free school meals. The 
Government has also provided schools and caterers with guidance advising how they can 
work with their existing suppliers to provide meals or food parcels to pupils eligible for free 
school meals where they are self-isolating.  
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It is important that we do not take a narrow view of this support, and, instead, see it in its 
wider context as part of a broader package of support. As I have already mentioned, free 
school meals are, and always have been, about supporting children with a meal to help 
them to learn when they are at school or, indeed, currently learning remotely. However, as 
the Secretary of State said yesterday: “it is our support through universal credit and our 
comprehensive welfare system that supports families”.  
 
The Government recognises that these are difficult times for families, which is why it has 
significantly strengthened the welfare net. For example, additional welfare measures worth 
around £9 billion have been put in place in this financial year benefiting more than 4 million 
households. These measures sit alongside the Government’s extensive support package, 
including the income protection schemes, which have so far protected 12 million jobs at a 
cost of almost £53 billion for England alone, and £63 million of welfare assistance funding 
which was given to local authorities in July to support families facing financial challenge. 
This is one of the most significant interventions by any Government in the western world. 
 
The Government is also investing more in the education of disadvantaged children to give 
them the very best chance in life, both through the weighted national funding formula and 
the £2.4 billion annual pupil premium. Furthermore, a £1 billion Covid Catch-Up Fund, has 
been launched to directly tackle the impact of lost teaching time, £350 million of which will 
facilitate the creation of a National Tutoring Programme to increase access to high quality 
education for the most disadvantaged young people in our society. 
 
These are just a few of the measures the Government has implemented to support those 
who are most disadvantaged, and, as the Secretary of State said, “they represent a direct 
financial response to the pandemic and demonstrate that the Government are doing 
everything possible to support those who need help.” 
 
I hope that this information is helpful. If you have any further questions or concerns, please 
do let me know. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

   
Jane Hunt MP 
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