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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1
Background

1.1.1
The Meals Services Ad Hoc Panel was established by the Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 8 June 2005.  The purpose of the Panel was to look at meals services across the borough by reviewing the currents provisions, evaluating the quality of service, and understanding the take-up of meals.

1.2
Methodology
1.2.1
The techniques used by the Panel included receiving reports and presentations from School Services, Social Services and Ealing Hospital.  Panel members also took the opportunity to directly engage with the community by visiting two primary schools, a secondary school and Ealing Hospital.  During the visits Panel members discussed meals services with school children, school staff, hospital patients and hospital staff.  Panel members also tasted meals served at the schools and hospital, and observed the facilities for meals provisions including kitchens and dining halls.  In addition, at one of the Panel meetings there was also tasting of a meal provided by Social Services.

2.
ISSUES AND OUTCOMES

2.1
The Panel looked at meals services in the following four areas:

· Social Services Meals

· School Meals

· Hospital Meals

· Borough Wide Issues

2.2
Adult Social Services

2.2.1
The Council provides a mobile meals service through a contract with Sodexho, to approximately 350 vulnerable adults living at home.  Meals are either delivered hot daily in a regeneration van that heats the meals whilst travelling or frozen meals can be delivered weekly/fortnightly to service users to reheat as needed.  Sodexho lends service users receiving frozen meals a freezer to store the meals and a microwave to reheat the meals.

2.2.2
Panel members were able to evaluate the Sodexho premises used for the Social Services mobile meals at Oldfield Primary School.  During the visit to the Sodexho premises Panel members were able to step inside the freezer to see where the meals were stored and discussed with staff the process of distributing the meals.  The current contract with Sodexho ends on 31 March 2007.
2.2.3
Meals tastings are held quarterly by Adult Social Services to ensure the quality of the meals and the Panel was involved in a tasting at it’s October meeting.  Overall, the results of the tasting indicated that Panel members felt that most meals were either good or average.  Panel members were satisfied with the quality of the Social Services meals service.
2.2.4
The Panel expressed the view that the re-tendered contract should support the Council’s objective to promote independent living, and that local sourcing of ingredients could be more fully considered at such juncture.

2.2.5
The Panel heard that the contract staff always referred back to the Adult Social Service if they or their customer had individual concerns.  The Panel considered that this demonstrated good customer care but the service should take a holistic approach to ensure that the service improved overall rather than just for individual users.

	Recommendations
R1. When re-tendering the contract Adult Social Services should research the needs of new communities (e.g. Far Eastern, Somali, etc.) to ensure that their needs are identified and catered for appropriately.

R2. With respect to the use of the kitchen at Oldfield Primary School, Adult Social Services should engage school partners regarding future use of the site. 

R3. Customer Care – Adult Social Services should ensure that referrals back from food distributors are monitored and dealt with in a holistic way rather than solely on individual basis.

R4. Adult Social Services should identify unmet need for meal choices and record alternative requests for meals to meet the service users’ needs.

R5. When re-tendering the contract Adult Social Services, where possible, should consider local sourcing of food and with contractors identify and agree targets.



2.3
School Meals

2.3.1
The responsibility for school meals, including funding, is delegated to schools.  There is currently one major contract with Harrisons Catering Services Ltd for 59 primary and special schools in the borough.  The remaining 25 schools that are not part of this consortium make their own arrangements either with a contractor or by preparing meals themselves.  The Panel was unable to consider all the providers of meal services due to time and resource constraints.  With regard to primary and special schools that are in the consortium, the Panel has recognised that Ealing’s contracted meals service is on a par with other schools across the country in terms of content, spend per meal, and healthy options.

2.3.2
Panel members welcomed the opportunity to visit two primary schools and one secondary school.  Panel members visited Oldfield Primary School and North Primary School for a tasting of school meals both of which are catered by Harrisons.  At Oldfield Primary School meals are transported to the school in vans from Coston Primary School using boxes to keep the food warm.  The visit to North Primary School gave Panel members the opportunity to observe meals being cooked on site and taste these in the dining hall.

2.3.3 The same menu was served at both schools allowing Panel members to compare the two meals services.  Panel members commented that there were clear differences between food brought in to schools and food prepared on site. There were also differences in school ambience.  At Oldfield Primary School the hall that is used for lunch services has to be set up and cleared daily as it is also used for other activities during the day.  Panel members observed the meals service at this school was very rushed compared to that of North Primary School where there is a separate dining hall that is primarily used for school meals.

2.3.4
Panel members also visited Elthorne Park High School to gather information from school staff and students and to eat a school meal.  The school had begun to make overall changes to develop a more healthy culture around school meals.  For example, chips are only available once a week as part of a fish and chips meal and fizzy drinks have been replaced with healthier drinks in the vending machines at the school.  Panel members first met with the bursar, the Head Teacher, a group of students and representatives from DS Catering who provide the school meals service.  After the discussion staff, students and Panel members went to the school canteen to taste the meal.
2.3.5
The Panel observation as a result of their visits was that the ethos of the school is important in nurturing a healthy eating environment for pupils.  The Panel has also been advised that the head teacher directs the healthy school agenda.  The Panel stressed the need that healthy eating should be incorporated into the ethos and curriculum of each school, ensuring that children are taught about the principles of healthy eating.  The Panel felt that this would complement the suggested advice on the contents of packed lunches proposed for parents.

2.3.6
However, structural problems exist in terms of school facilities for onsite preparation of school meals and storage, including storage for packed lunch boxes.  The problem could be mitigated by the provision of advice to parents about the content of packed lunches such as what types of foods are safe at room temperature or how to keep lunches cold i.e. using a frozen ice pack or juice box.

2.3.7
The independent School Meals Review Panel commissioned by the Secretary of State for Education and Skills, published a report on 3 October 2005 entitled "Turning the Tables: Transforming School Food" which is hoped will positively shape the future of school meals.  The report is a discussion document that has made 35 recommendations to central government to make tougher nutritional standards for school lunches.  It contains recommendations to the Secretary of State as well as local authorities and schools.  If central government accepts the recommendations, it will set dates for implementation.  When these have been accepted, Ealing Schools Service should report to Scrutiny how it intends to implement and/or monitor schools implementation of these recommendations.

2.3.8
There are many issues that contribute to the success of a school meals service. Currently there is no one person with overall responsibility for school meals in the Council.  Three different post holders each hold aspects of school meals within their total responsibilities.  This has led to a fragmented approach to ensuring all schools in the borough provide an acceptable school meals service together with encouraging the development of healthy eating habits.
	Recommendations
R6. There should be one person with overall co-coordinating responsibility for school meals.  This co-ordinator could then deal with:

a.
the development of model contracts for school meals provision including, for example, pricing mechanisms/ offers to encourage meal packages with fruit and vegetables;


b.
when ‘Ealing in Profile’ figures become available, there should be an audit of take up of free school meals so that publicity and targeting is effective;

c. an audit of secondary schools and primary schools not in the consortium to establish the standards that they are working towards and to share best practice where it exists;

d. packed lunches – providing sensible practical advice to parents; and


e.
vending machines – work with contractors regarding replacement goods or incorporating health options.

R7.
There should be a whole school approach/policy, which would be supported by the co-ordinator identified above, providing openness about financial performance of the meals service to include:

a. each high school should provide written information for parents about their catering policy and eating arrangements; and

b.
where schools accrue a surplus from their meals service, the surplus should be re-invested in the meals service/ arrangements and information about surpluses and their use should be available transparently to parents.

R8
The Council should develop a resourced prioritised schools capital programme:

a. this would include planned replacement and maintenance of kitchen equipment and facilities.

b. the Programme would incorporate the minimum standards which already exist as a sensible ideal to work towards for school kitchens/ food preparation areas – regarding space, storage and preparation – for new build schools.
c. prioritise renovation and refurbishment of kitchen and dining facilities – particularly with respect to extended schools.
R9
When the recommendations from ‘Turning the Tables’ have been formally adopted then School Services should report the implications for Ealing to Scrutiny and produce an action plan.


2.4
Hospital Meals
2.4.1
At Ealing Hospital there are 455 beds and approximately 3,000 meals are served to patients per week.  A total budget for patient meals per person per day is £3.62.  Medirest, the hospital division of the Compass Group catering company, provides the meals served to patients and meals served in the restaurant.  Approximately 3,600 meals are served per week in the restaurant.  Meals served in the restaurant are not from the same menu as that offered to patients and it is mainly staff and visitors to the hospital who use it.  The food is bulk cook chilled and is regenerated in the main kitchen and transported to the floors.  Menu books with pictures are provided for the patients to choose their meals and requests are put in the day before.  The Panel welcomed Ealing Hospital’s Protected Meal Times Strategy.

2.4.2
Ealing Hospital is currently involved with a Better Hospital Food Initiative.  This includes involvement in the Patient Environment Action Team (PEAT) independent assessment process, which looks at meals provisions along with hospital cleanliness.  The most recent assessment took place mid February 2006 and the results were not available for consideration by this Panel.

2.4.3
Bi-monthly surveys, along with daily surveys, are conducted to seek patient satisfaction.  The most recent results provided to Ealing Hospital by Medirest are from September 2005 when 41 patients were surveyed and found overall patients rated the standard of food as 22.5% Very Good, 65.0% Good and 12.5% Acceptable.  The hospital is working to decrease the number who found the food only acceptable and any negative feedback is dealt with as soon as possible.

2.4.4
The hospital plans to introduce two pilots.  The first pilot is intended to take place on a surgical ward and allow patients to choose their meals on the day to allow greater choice and reduce waste.  The other proposed pilot is to trial the use of Steamplicity system on selected wards.  The system works by using microwaves as the energy source to steam the meals in individual containers.  The Steamplicity system has been adopted by Charing Cross Hospital where it has achieved extremely high satisfaction survey results.  This could be provided at ward level with meals served immediately, allowing flexibility in choice and timing of meals.

2.4.5 Panel Members appreciated the opportunity to visit the Ealing Hospital to see the complete meals service.  Hospital and Medirest catering staff facilitated the tour for Panel members.  Panel members began by a tour of the kitchen and then went to the ward to taste a meal and see the service in action.  Panel members discussed the meals service with patients and sought the views of the matron on the ward.

2.4.6
The Panel was reasonably satisfied with the food on offer to patients, and observed at their visit that food had been served at a good temperature.  Patients had seemed satisfied with the meals served.  Panel members commented that they had been impressed by the arrangements made for visitors to sanitise their hands when visiting the wards.

	Recommendations

R10.
Ealing Hospital to report back to Scrutiny about pilot projects.

R11.
Ealing Hospital should conduct independent surveys of their Meals Service and report the results to Scrutiny.

R12.
Ealing Hospital should consider the feasibility of recycling food waste.




2.5
Borough Wide Issues
2.5.1
The Panel also looked at wider food issues including the Food Matters Strategy. The Health Inequalities Strategy Co-ordinator presented the Food Matters Strategy to the Panel members to give an overview of what was happening in the Council in respect of food issues.  Panel members expressed concern about the target dates against some of the items and were advised by the Co-ordinator that some elements of the strategy could be identified as a ‘wish list’ for working up as they became more feasible.  However, many areas had been successful and the plan needs reviewing and updating when it is reported back to cabinet.

2.5.2
Of particular interest to the Panel is the Grab 5! Project which has been run as part of Ealing’s 5-a-Day programme.  The Grab5! Project was designed for primary school pupils, aged 7-11 years, to increase their fruit and vegetable consumption.  It is targeted at children from lower income families as they are at higher risk of heart disease and diabetes.  This project also supports the Healthy Schools Scheme, as well as complimenting the existing fruit in schools scheme.  A whole school approach is taken which encourages healthy eating through Key Stage 2 curriculum activities.  The project aimed to target 22 schools in Acton and Southall.  Fourteen schools have signed up and each of the schools has implemented a healthy eating activity.  Some examples include a children’s cookery club, smoothie making and a ban on unhealthy snacks.
2.5.3
School food waste has been identified as domestic rather than business waste and recycling services are keen to identify the benefits in recycling food waste from schools.  Benefits from this would help increase recycling targets while it would also provide educational messages for children regarding recycling. The Panel supports further investigation and would want scrutiny to review the outcome of a pilot project including financial implications prior to rollout.

2.5.4 The recruitment and retention of quality catering staff for schools is an issue for caterers.  Contractors currently offer on-the-job training to staff and additional training has been made available for a select group of staff for one day a week at Thames Valley University for an NVQ Level 2 qualification.

	Recommendations

R13
The Food Matters Strategy should be resourced and then reviewed.  The Strategy should then be updated and a monitor and review mechanism established. The post of the Food Strategy Co-ordinator should be funded beyond the life of the current action plan.
R14
Working With Partners

a. Health - Health Inequalities Strategy Co-ordinator works with health partners and schools to continue and expand the Grab5! Project to include all primary schools.
b.
The Ealing Primary Care Trust ensures that the rollout of the Grab5! Project to all primary schools is funded appropriately.
c.
Food Waste Recycling - The Panel supports further investigation and would want the outcome of the pilot project to be reviewed by Scrutiny with full waste/financial implications prior to any rollout across the borough.
d. Equality and Diversity – Contractors be encouraged to enable catering staff to receive training, both on the job and outside opportunities, as they become available.



3.
Key Learning Points
3.1
The Panel was impressed with the quality of the food that they had tasted as well as with the arrangements that had been made to enable them to do so.

3.2
However, the Panel expressed regret that it had not been feasible to enlist a young person as a co-opted member of the Panel.

4.
Attendance
4.1 The Panel met a total of five times.  There were seven members on the Panel including Cllr Woodroofe who began attending the Panel from October 2005.  There were five non-voting advisory members on the Panel - Annette Reeves (Ealing Schools Catering Consortium), Adrian March (PPI for West London Mental Health Trust), Jim Wong (Ealing Community and Voluntary Services), Kalwant Grewal (Parent Governor Representative) and Carl Johnson (Member PPI hospital forum and PEATS team).

4.2 The Panel was unable to obtain a youth representative on the forum due to the time commitment and the evening meetings.
4.3 The attendance of the Councillors on the Panel was as follows:

	
	Maximum Possible
	Attendance
	Apologies

	Cllr Rose - Chair
	5
	5
	0

	Cllr Gordon
	5
	4
	1

	Cllr Karasinski
	5
	3
	2

	Cllr Mahfouz
	5
	5
	0

	Cllr Mrs Harris (sent substitute Cllr Mrs. Pagan for the 7th September Meeting)
	4
	4
	0

	Cllr Mrs Emment
	5
	5
	0

	Cllr Woodroofe
	4
	4
	0


5.
Background Papers
5.1 Meals Services Ad Hoc Scrutiny Panel:

-
Terms of Reference


-
Work Programme


-
Agendas, Minutes and Reports


Ealing Food Matters Strategy

6.
OFFICERS’ COMMENTS ON THE RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1
The Panel’s final recommendations and the comments of the service officers are also included.  These come from David Shailes (School Procurement Manager), Stephen Day (Head of Strategic Commissioning and Contracting), Chantal Corrie (Healthy Schools Co-ordinator), Chris Waters (Social Services Contracts Manager), Evelyn Gloyn (Health Inequalities Strategy Co-ordinator) and Stuart Pohler (Section Manager Recycling).
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