Autumn Budget 2026

Stakeholder Representation from Feeding Britain

About Feeding Britain

Feeding Britain is an award-winning charity with a vision of a UK where no one goes hungry.
We support a national network of 150 regional and local anti-hunger partnerships comprising
more than 700 frontline organisations — ranging from community centres and schools, to
local authorities and social enterprises.

By piloting innovative and effective new projects, and showing how severe or chronic food
insecurity can be prevented, we are designing a road map for eliminating hunger from the
communities we serve. By sharing this knowledge with others, and using it to work for
systemic changes at a national level, we will ensure hunger becomes a thing of the past.

Stakeholder representation

The Government took several positive steps in the last Budget towards meeting its
commitment to end the mass dependence on emergency food parcels from food banks, in
particular with the abolition of the two-child limit within the benefits system. To build on these
efforts and go further towards eradicating food poverty, we urge the Government to use the
2026 Budget to take the following measures:

Maintain the link between Free School Meals and the Holiday Activities and Food
programme

The Holiday Activities and Food (HAF) programme provides nutritious meals, enriching
activities, and free childcare places during school holidays for children from families on low
incomes, who qualify for means-tested free school meals (FSM) during termtime. For
parents who are struggling to put food on the table, HAF guarantees at least one nutritious
meal each day for their children.

The Department for Education has ensured that all families in England receiving Universal
Credit are now eligible for FSM during termtime. While we welcome this decision, they have
also decided these same families will not be eligible for HAF places during the school
holidays. We believe that this decision is unjust and risks undoing the gains which should
accrue, for children and young people’s development, from receiving termtime FSM.

There are already inequities in the eligibility criteria which result in families on low incomes
being denied a place with their local HAF club. The income threshold fails to factor in that
most of their income goes on food, rent, energy and other essentials. They have no
disposable income left to pay for holiday activities, but cannot avail of the HAF programme
as they are deemed ineligible. This is going to be compounded by the fact that now, families
who are eligible for FSM will not be eligible for HAF places.



We therefore urge that the Government to allocate £60m — 60m of funding to the
Department for Education to increase the overall budget for HAF. This should maintain the
link between means-tested FSM and HAF eligibility, and create additional capacity that is
required to support this larger group of children and young people.

End the five-week wait for Universal Credit

New claimants for Universal Credit (UC) are subject to a five-week wait before receiving their
first payment. In one survey, 71% of UC claimants have reported the five-week wait as a
problem, with many being forced into debt, relying on food banks, or going without
essentials.” An estimated 2 in 5 families moving on to UC are unable to meet basic living
costs during the five-week wait.?

Though advance payments can be requested, they are not available to all claimants. If they
had an advance in the past or had failed to repay even a tiny amount of it, they may not be
eligible to get another one, regardless of their current need. Even then, many are reluctant to
take advances as they are recovered through deductions from future payments, which can
create longer-term financial instability. In practice, advances often shift hardship from the
beginning of the claim to later on, rather than preventing it. 86% of claimants who took an
advance said it put pressure on their household budget, due to reduced monthly income
from repayments.’

We therefore urge the Government to explore converting the current system of advance
payments into non-repayable starter payments. The Universal Credit New Claims Grant,
which operates in Northern Ireland, could serve as a model for this; the Resolution
Foundation suggests this could be established, along with some additional measures to
safeguard vulnerable claimants, at an annual estimated cost of around £500 million.* As a
back-up option, the Government should at the very least reduce the waiting period from its
current duration of five weeks.

Introduce Unemployment Insurance

We understand the Government is looking at introducing Unemployment Insurance, a
contributory form of income protection. This would provide significant additional protection to
households following a loss of employment and cut off one of the supply routes into hunger
and food bank dependence which so often follows an adverse change of circumstances. In
addition, with the contributory principle at its heart, it would do so in a way that goes with the
grain of what most people deem to be fair. We strongly recommend the introduction of this
reform within the 2027-28 fiscal year, and with sufficient protections in place to protect
people in long-term receipt of New Style ESA.

Restore the value of Healthy Start

We welcomed the Government’s decision earlier this year to increase the weekly value of
the NHS Healthy Start scheme, to £4.65 for 1-4 year-olds, and £9.30 for under-1s. However,

' https://www.tuc.org.uk/research-analysis/reports/universal-credit-and-impact-five-week-wait-payment
2 https://www.jrf.org.uk/social-security/we-need-to-end-the-5-week-wait-for-universal-credit-heres-how
3 https://www.tuc.org.uk/research-analysis/reports/universal-credit-and-impact-five-week-wait-payment
4 https://www.resolutionfoundation.ora/app/uploads/2026/01/Listen-and-learn-updated. pdf
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we believe that further immediate action is necessary to truly safeguard hundreds of
thousands of families’ access to nutritious food in the months ahead.

According to data from the House of Lords Library (see the table below), Healthy Start
allowances are 75p per week (13.9%) lower now, in real terms, than they were five years
ago, and 23p per week (4.7%) lower than twenty years ago. Even more shockingly, if we
look at food inflation, rather than general inflation, the allowances are £1.24 per week (21%)
lower now than they were five years ago, and 86p per week (15.6%) lower than twenty years
ago. Put simply, families are now able to buy much less with their Healthy Start allowance
than they once could, and this is before the price increases which are likely to come into
effect later this year.

Time from | Cash value | Real value (Inflation | Real value (Inflation
adjusted, April 2026 | adjusted, April 2026
— all items) prices — food)

2026 £4.65 £4.65 £4.65

2021 £4.25 £5.40 £5.89

2009 £3.10 £5.00 £5.08

2006 £2.80 £4.88 £5.51

We therefore urge the Government to restore the value of the weekly Healthy Start
allowance, thereby boosting poorer families’ purchasing power. This should be done
alongside expanding the range of suitable nutritious items that can be purchased with a
higher Healthy Start allowance.

Review funding models for school meals

Schools in England face an annual shortfall in covering the cost of free school meals. While
we welcome that the Government has expanded eligibility for free school meals, we urge
that this is done alongside a review of funding models and mechanisms for this, so that all
schools receive an equitable settlement and all children receive good quality, nutritious
school meals.

Primary schools in England need to find between £8,000 and £10,000 every year from their
teaching and learning budgets to make up the costs of free school meals. Schools currently
receive £2.61 per free school meal child to cover the cost of providing a meal each day, with
an increase to £2.66 due in the 2026/27 academic year. Due to rising costs, however,
caterers are charging schools an average of £3.00 per meal; they say this rate is below the
real cost of providing a meal that adhering to national School Food Standards.

The greatest impact is felt on schools in the most disadvantaged areas where higher
proportions of pupils receive free school meals. In addition, caterers and school food
campaigners calculate that the real cost of providing a school meal is between £3.15 and



£3.40, depending on contract size, which has resulted in disparities in the quality of meals
across schools.

We therefore urge the Government to explore funding models and mechanisms that are
more socially just to all schools and school caterers regardless of size and geographic
location.

Increase the Local Housing Allowance

Housing costs are a major drain on household finances that often lead people to accessing

food banks. Despite this, the Local Housing Allowance (LHA) available to tenants in private

rented accommodation is insufficient to cover their rent. We therefore urge the Government

to re-establish the link between LHA and actual rents, so that tenants are not at risk of going
without food to pay their housing costs.

What stands out, from a piece of House of Lords analysis, is the big increases between 2017
and 2025, in the combined proportion of household expenditure taken up by the three
essentials of housing, energy, and food (4.8 percentage points for all households). The
poorest 40% of households registered an increase that was larger than that for all
households (5 points for decile one, 5.8 points for decile two, 5 points for decile three, 6.1
points for decile four). The opposite is true for the richest 30% of households (4 points for
decile 8, 2.5 points for decile nine, and 3.3 points for decile 10).

Practically the whole of that increase for the poorest 40% was driven by housing (4.9 points
for decile one, 5.3 points for decile two, 4.4 points for decile three, 4.1 points for decile four).



