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INTRODUCTION

School catering plays a fundamental role in food education for younger
generations, helping to educate children and adolescents within the school
environment on the principles of healthy eating, obesity prevention, seasonality of
products, short supply chains, and the sustainability of production systems.
Rebuilding the link between nutrition and agriculture, as well as the work of
agricultural and agri-food enterprises, represents a key channel for highlighting the
relationship between food, health protection, environmental stewardship, and the
preservation of territories and biodiversity, while emphasising the role of farmers
in supporting communities, starting with rural farming families. Food education
objectives must therefore be fully aligned with the goals of the sustainable
transformation of food systems at the global level, in terms of food security and
sovereignty, equity and environmental sustainability. Indeed, the major challenges of
promoting healthier dietary patterns and guaranteeing the right to food begin with
the way food is produced, processed and distributed. 

From a health perspective, the objective of promoting awareness-raising and
information campaigns to encourage healthy dietary models is now universally
recognised. Such campaigns should adopt a holistic and comprehensive approach,
taking into account all components of nutrition. The goal should be to promote a
healthy, varied, and balanced diet, not standardised but based on a diversity of
natural foods, including locally grown and sustainably produced products, in order to
address all forms of malnutrition and contribute to the prevention of non-
communicable diseases. The growing prevalence of these diseases is driven, among
other factors, by unhealthy diets and the excessive consumption of alcoholic
beverages and energy drinks. School meals represent one of the most effective
intersections between agriculture, nutrition, and education to food consumption.
They go far beyond addressing classroom hunger, in addition to serving as
instruments for health, learning, and social equity. When designed with local sourcing
and community engagement, school meal programmes stimulate rural economies,
empower women and youth, and create stable, predictable markets for farmers.
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Globally, several countries have leveraged school feeding to drive development
outcomes. Brazil’s Programa Nacional de Alimentação Escolar (PNAE) mandates
sourcing from family farmers, while Kenya’s home-grown models directly connect
local producers to schools. Among these, India’s Mid-Day Meal (MDM) Scheme
stands as a global exemplar, reaching 118 million children daily across 1.2 million
schools. Since its launch in 1995, the programme has significantly improved child
nutrition, school attendance, and gender equity, while simultaneously benefiting
rural producers through decentralised food procurement. In the UK, the CCS Buying
Better Food and Drink Framework has been developed using Entegra’s AgileChain
portal, which has aided in this delivery. This provides support in building a clear
buying process and data flows in the supply chain. 

The Finnish system includes:

Universalism: Meals are provided to all, regardless of income, ensuring equal
access and reducing stigma. 
Nutritional Focus: The meals are designed to provide one-third of a child's daily
nutritional needs, often including fresh vegetables, salad, and bread. 
Pedagogical Tool: Beyond sustenance, the meals promote healthy eating habits,
food culture, and manners. 

Today, this system remains a cornerstone of our education, serving over 800,000
children daily.

In Australia, school food programmes are generally not common. One exception is in
remote Indigenous communities, where various organisations and sometimes
government agencies run school breakfast or lunch programmes. However, these
areas are often arid, farming is usually not possible, and long distances make local
provision and cooperation almost impossible, making farmer–school interaction
extremely limited. Foods are generally sourced from major suppliers in large cities
and transported over long distances. While chosen for nutritional adequacy, many
products must be able to survive transport and storage constraints, and fresh
items such as fruits, vegetables and meats present logistical and cost challenges. In
these areas, local farmers do not exist.

Another successful example is the Mediterranean diet that represents an
emblematic reference model for public and collective catering systems
worldwide, as its positive effects on health and overall well-being are supported by
extensive scientific evidence. Inscribed in 2013 on the Representative List of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.
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Ministry of Education, Government of India. n.d. PM POSHAN. https://pmposhan.education.gov.in/1

UNESCO. n.d. Mediterranean Diet. Intangible Cultural Heritage. https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/mediterranean-diet-008842

https://pmposhan.education.gov.in/
https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/mediterranean-diet-00884
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As affirmed also in the recent Belem Declaration, states should prioritise linking
social protection programmes to nutrition and school feeding, in order to promote
long-term resilience and adaptation in the face of adverse climate impacts.

The Mid-Day Meal model thus offers valuable lessons for global replication: linking
farmers to institutional markets not only feeds children but also strengthens food
systems, enhances livelihoods, and contributes to food security and rural resilience.

3

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. Belém Declaration on Hunger, Poverty and Human-Centered Climate
Action. Adopted at COP30, Belém, Brazil, November 7, 2025, point 8(iii). https://cop30.br/en/news-about-cop30/leaders-sign-
declaration-on-hunger-poverty-and-people-centered-climate-action 
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http://cop30.br/en/news-about-cop30/documents/cop30-belem_declaration_eng-final.pdf/@@download/file
http://cop30.br/en/news-about-cop30/documents/cop30-belem_declaration_eng-final.pdf/@@download/file
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CHALLENGES 

Despite the global success of school meal programmes, several persistent challenges
limit their effectiveness in fully benefiting farmers and achieving sustainable food
system goals:

Limited Farmer Participation: Procurement systems are often centralised, leaving
farmers and cooperatives outside the main supply chain.

Limited Capacity of Small-Scale farmers: Very often, small-scale farmers are not
in a position to ensure an adequate and stable supply of products for the school
meal programme, all along the year round.  

Intermediary Dominance: Contractors or middlemen frequently control
procurement, reducing transparency and farmers’ profits.

Payment Delays and Bureaucratic Processes: Farmers often face late payments,
undermining cash flow and trust.

Infrastructure Gaps: Weak logistics, storage, and kitchen infrastructure constrain
quality control and local sourcing capacity.

Dietary Monotony: Overdependence on staple grains undermines nutrition
diversity and climate resilience.

Limited Monitoring: Data on farmer inclusion, nutritional impact, economic
advantages for farmers, and procurement efficiency remain inadequate.

Climate and Supply Chain Risks: Droughts, floods, and other shocks disrupt
production, and consistent meal delivery up to the demand standards for quality
and safety.

Gender and Youth Inclusion Barriers: Women, young farmers, and marginalised
farmers may struggle to participate due to scale, access, or institutional barriers.

Ideological, Economic, and Political Agendas: Optimal use of dietary resources
may be constrained by vested interests. 
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HOW CAN FARMERS CONTRIBUTE

Farmers and their organisations are central to the sustainability of school meal
programmes. When properly integrated, they can enhance both food quality and local
economic resilience and ensure nutritional adequacy. Their key contributions include:

Diversifying the Food Basket: Supplying dairy and other livestock products,
pulses, fruits, vegetables, and millets to improve nutritional outcomes, especially
related to key nutrient deficiencies.

Organising through Cooperatives: Strengthening collective capacity to negotiate
prices, ensure steady supply, and maintain quality.

Promoting Sustainable Agriculture: Adopting sustainable practices that secure
long-term, resilient food production and protect the environment and non-
renewable resources, e.g. water.

Engaging in Local Procurement Networks: Collaborating with schools and local
authorities to ensure reliable food supply chains.

Contributing to Food and Nutrition Education: Partnering with schools through farm
visits or school gardens to build awareness of healthy diets and sustainable farming.

Supporting Local Economies: Retaining value within rural communities by
participating directly in institutional markets.

By aligning farmers’ production with school meal demand, rural communities can
foster circular food economies that are inclusive, equitable, and sustainable.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

To strengthen school meal programmes as dual engines for child nutrition and
farmer empowerment, the following policy directions are recommended:

Integrate farmer and cooperative procurement within national school meal
frameworks.

Introduce local/national/regional procurement quotas to ensure farmers benefit
directly from institutional demand.

Central role for agricultural and agri-food enterprises within school catering
supply systems, starting with fair economic remuneration and adequate
contractual guarantees for farmers and livestock breeders.

Institutionalise Farmer–School Linkages

Simplify and Digitalise Procurement Systems

Develop transparent, digital platforms to connect farmers, cooperatives, and schools.

Guarantee timely and fair payments to reduce financial stress for small suppliers,
keeping into consideration the knowledge exchange and the time which they
invest into this. 

Promote Nutrition-Sensitive and Climate-Resilient Agriculture

Align school menus with seasonal, diverse, climate-smart, and locally grown
foods to ensure children are meeting requirements for nutrition.

Incentivise cultivation of nutrient-dense foods aligned to children’s needs and
focused on key deficiencies, e.g. dairy and other livestock products, pulses, fruits,
vegetables, and millets, according to local varieties.

Ensure that educational curricula at all school levels include training and
awareness-raising activities related to agriculture and food production, the
city-countryside link as represented by educational farms and urban gardens, and
the role of agriculture and agricultural labour in fostering entrepreneurship
among young people and women.

4

Food should meet the nutrient requirements (the right proportion of the different essential amino acids that make up high-quality
protein, plus the carbohydrates and fat) of the consumer, with minimal “empty calories” (high sugar/fat fast food). Animal protein is
important in this balance because it provides the right essential amino acids in the right proportion for the fewest calories. (Animal
protein also comes from land that can't support crops - and all those aspects.) - Dr J.S. Rowarth CNZM HFNZIAHS, Adjunct Professor at
Lincoln University, member of the WFO Scientific Council.

4



7

WFO POSITION ON SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMMES

Train Farmers Organisations in food safety, storage, quality assurance, and
supply chain management.

Improve logistics and kitchen infrastructure to support local sourcing and food quality.

Within procurement procedures for school catering services, promote systematic
award criteria favouring local and seasonal foods, which ensure freshness and quality. 

Build Capacity and Infrastructure

Foster Inclusion and Equity:

Empower women and young farmers through preferential procurement,
training, and leadership opportunities.

Encourage youth engagement via school gardens and agri-nutrition education.

Facilitate Partnerships and Knowledge Exchange

Engage governments, donors, and farmer organisations in co-developing
scalable, farmer-linked meal programmes.

Strengthen Monitoring and Evaluation:

Establish systems to track farmer participation, nutritional outcomes, and
market impacts.

Use data insights to refine policy design and ensure accountability. This is
essential for proving effectiveness and providing tangible outcomes. 
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CONCLUSION

School meal programmes offer a unique opportunity to advance multiple
development objectives simultaneously by addressing child food insecurity,
strengthening educational outcomes, and stimulating local economies. When
food procurement is intentionally aligned with local food cultures and designed to
include farmers, these programmes become powerful tools for food and nutrition
security, social protection, and rural development. By sourcing locally, school meals
can dynamise local markets, generate stable demand for agricultural production, and
reinforce culturally appropriate diets.

Connecting farms to classrooms not only supports farmers’ livelihoods but also
improves the quality and relevance of school meals. Diets based on fresh, locally
produced foods contribute to better nutrition, improved health, and enhanced
cognitive development among students. At the same time, the use of local ingredients
and traditional dishes creates opportunities for school cooks to be more innovative,
encourages the full use of foods—thereby reducing food waste—and strengthens
food education within schools. In this way, school meal programmes help build
resilient, inclusive, and sustainable food systems, nourishing children today while
empowering the farmers and communities that will sustain them tomorrow.

School meal programmes offer a unique opportunity to achieve multiple
development goals simultaneously: combating child hunger, supporting
education, and revitalising rural economies. When procurement systems are
designed to include farmers, these programmes evolve into powerful mechanisms
for food and nutrition security and social protection.

Initiatives must be realised that overcome the multiple challenges and directly link
farms to classrooms, governments, and development partners, which will create
resilient, inclusive, and sustainable food systems, feeding children today while
empowering the farmers who nourish tomorrow.
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