
POSITION STATEMENT:
CHILDREN LIVING IN FOOD POVERTY

KEY MESSAGES

• Around 2.7 million children in the UK are currently experiencing food poverty, with 
households with more children more likely to be affected due to the rising costs of 
living 

• Households with children in the poorest fifth of the population would have to spend 
70% of their disposable income to afford the government-recommended healthy diet 

• To improve children’s food security, the Government must extend nutritional safety nets 
for children, including free school meals (FSM), Healthy Start (HS) and Holiday 
Activities and Food Provision (HAF) during half-term

Overview
The UK government define a household to be 
experiencing food poverty (FP) “if they cannot 
(or are uncertain about whether they can) 
acquire an adequate quality or sufficient 
quantity of food in socially acceptable ways” 
[1]. In England, FP has been steadily rising over 
the last decade, with households with children 
more likely to be food insecure. It is largely 
attributed to insufficient household income, as 
well as delays in receiving Universal Credit and 
real terms cuts to benefits [2,3]. In recent 
years, the rising cost of living has pushed many 
more households into FP, but it is not simply 
the rising cost of food that is creating barriers 
to a healthy diet. The rising cost of electricity 
and gas required to prepare home cooked 
meals, as well as cost of transportation to 
shops means families are limited to cheap, 
less healthy foods [4]. 
Children who experience persistent FP in early 
childhood are at risk of suffering the double 
burden of malnutrition – they are more likely to 
have obesity later in life [5] whilst also having 
nutrient deficiencies [6] from consuming fewer 
fruits and vegetables and more processed 
foods [7]. Children living in the most deprived 
areas of the country are also twice as likely to 
experience tooth decay, compared to those 
living in the least deprived areas [8]. Living in 
FP can also negatively impact a child’s mental 
health and cognitive development, which may 

limit their education and future employment 
opportunities, continuing a cycle of poverty 
which exacerbates health inequalities. 

What does the evidence say?

• Around 2.7 million UK children, and 26% of 
households with 4 or more children, are 
experiencing FP [9]. 

• Households with children in the poorest fifth 
of the population would have to spend 70% of 
their disposable income on food to afford the 
government-recommended healthy diet [10] 

• Healthier foods are more than twice as 
expensive per calorie as less healthy foods 
[11]. 

• The Trussell Trust network distributed 3.12 
million emergency food parcels in 2023-24 - 
over 1.14 million were for children [12]. 

• Households may struggle to afford transport 
to supermarkets, the energy required to cook 
meals and lack appropriate kitchen facilities 
to prepare meals [13,14]. 

• Government schemes such as HS, HAF and 
FSM improve families’ food security, however, 
900,000 children living in poverty are missing 
out on FSM due to strict eligibility criteria [15]. 
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Policy context

The UK government has vowed to create the 
‘healthiest generation of children ever’ and 
‘reduce child poverty’ [16] pledging to review 
Universal Credit payments and introduce 
breakfast provision in all primary schools. A 
Child Poverty Taskforce was assembled in 
August 2024 [17] with the strategy to be 
released soon. However, so far, the government 
have not committed to increasing the value of 
HS vouchers, expanding eligibility for FSM or 
long-term funding for HAF, national initiatives 
proven to reduce child food poverty and 
improve children’s diets [3]. In February 2025, 
the government announced an uplift to the 
Public Health Grant,  but it is 26% less than 
what was available in 2015/16 and only being 
allocated on an annual basis rather than multi-
year settlements, meaning local authorities 
cannot plan long-term [18]. 
Locally, areas are working to improve children’s 
access to healthy, nutritious foods. In 
Blackburn with Darwen, the School Food 
Grant, funded by the Household Support Fund, 
has provided funding to schools in the most 
deprived areas to resource additional free 
school meals, breakfast clubs, food pantries 
and cooking workshops. 

 

The Household Support Fund was introduced in 
2021 to support vulnerable families with the rising 
cost of living, including food support through 
vouchers, cash or goods. In April 2025, the 
funding was extended for another year until 
March 2026 [19]. 
In London, the universal FSM pilot provided low-
income families not previously eligible for FSM 
with a nutritional safety net, with 84% of parents 
reporting the provision eased pressure of 
household finances [20]. 
The Food Active conference hub showcases a 
range of case studies that show how local areas 
are increasing access to healthier food for 
residents.

Our position and what we will do

We will continue to work with national partners 
such as the Children’s Food Campaign to lobby to 
increase children’s access to healthy, affordable 
food, and support calls to extend eligibility to FSM 
and HS. Locally, we will continue to support our 
network of local authorities to improve children’s 
food security and access to healthy foods 
through the Local Authority Declaration on 
Healthy Weight. We also deliver training to upskill 
HAF providers to ensure the food they serve to 
children meets SFS. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Free School Meals for all primary and secondary school children. In the absence of 
universalism, increase the eligibility threshold to households in receipt of Universal Credit and 
introduce automatic enrolment to the scheme for eligible families

• Extend funding for the Holiday Activities and Food Programme to cover half term, to ensure 
children in receipt of Free School Meals have access to a healthy, nutritious meal during all 
school holidays 

• Improving the school food environment through reviewing and ringfencing funding for school 
food provision and increase monitoring of the school food standards to improve compliance 
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