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Free School Meals Campaign 
(January 2026)
Background
Eating a school meal remains the most nutritious option for pupils while they are at school as all school meals must comply with the school food standards. School meals can support children and young people to stay healthy, grow and be ready to learn in the classroom. Data on how many pupils take up their free school meal entitlement is collected each year as part of the school census. 
Changes to Free School Meals from September 2026
In June 2025, the government announced that, from September 2026, the eligibility criteria for Free School Meals (FSM) in England will be expanded to all children in families receiving Universal Credit (UC). 
The change will apply for children in all settings where free school meals are provided, including schools, school-based nurseries and Further Education settings. 
The change has been cited as part of the Government’s agenda to tackle Child Poverty, with full details of the national Child Poverty Strategy anticipated for later this year.
Since 2018, children have only been eligible for FSM if their household income is less than £7,400 per year. From September 2026, the £7400 annual earnings threshold for Universal Credit will no longer apply and to qualify for free school meals, the parent will simply need to be in receipt of UC irrespective of earnings. 
Rational for the campaign 
In January 2025, 7,724 pupils entitled to a free school meal (FSM) missed out on their school meal and only 78% percent took up their entitlement. Free school meals can save families up to £500 per year and maximising take-up supports school catering to provide an economically viable service. 
With the changes to eligibility coming into effect from September, schools and partners can play a key role in raising awareness of free school meals, supporting families to claim and encouraging eligible pupils to take up their meal. 
Campaign overview
The Health and Wellbeing Services, Catering Leeds and other partners at Leeds City Council have engaged schools to support this campaign and encourage children and young people to choose school meals, particularly those entitled to a free school meal. 
The campaign will be launched across Leeds commencing Monday 12th January and running until Friday 16th January 2026. Please keep an eye on your school’s social media for updates. 
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