Government must ensure that children are not exposed to unhealthy food and drink marketing
through government funded breakfast clubs—and must phase out existing industry influence in
UK schools and nurseries

An open letter from public health experts, doctors, academics, campaigners, and peers of the realm,
calling on the secretaries of state for education and for health and social care to end stealth
marketing in UK schools and nurseries by businesses that sell products high in fat, salt, or sugar

Dear Secretaries of State,

We note and welcome this government’s progressive commitments to protect children from the
harms caused by the unhealthy food and drink industry, including restrictions on TV and online
advertising.!

We also note and welcome this government’s commitment to free breakfast clubs in every primary
school.?

We believe this government can now make good on its commitment to protect children from being
exposed to advertising of less healthy food and drinks—by ensuring that children are not exposed to
brands that promote products high in fat, salt, or sugar (HFSS foods)* through these government
supported breakfast clubs.

Indeed, the unhealthy food and drink industry’s widespread influence in schools and nurseries—
exposed this week in an investigation by leading UK medical journal The BMJ—should be phased out.

We the undersigned are therefore calling on the government to take the three vital steps outlined
below, to protect children from the vested interests of the unhealthy food and drink industry* in our
education and childcare systems.

Stealth marketing

The BMJ investigation shows that action urgently needs to be taken against stealth marketing by this
industry that is rife in schools and early years settings>—and yet such marketing falls outside the
scope of the government’s advertising restriction plans.

Unhealthy food and drink is one of the three biggest killers in the UK (alongside tobacco and
alcohol).? This industry is being permitted to target the youngest in our society, through breakfast
clubs and so called “healthy eating” campaigns and “free” materials, in schools and early years
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settings. Evidence shows that exposure to unhealthy products increases consumption both directly,”
® and via adversely affecting the social norms, cultural values, and beliefs that underpin food
behaviours.’

This targeting is particularly egregious because those children who are most likely to need such
resources are also those who most need protecting from the harms caused by the unhealthy food
and drinks industry: 46% of year six (age 10-11) children in England who live in the most
disadvantaged areas are currently living with overweight or obesity, compared with 26% in the least
disadvantaged areas.?

Tactics in common with alcohol and tobacco

The unhealthy food and drinks industry’s presence in schools and early years settings is consistent
with common tactics that have been identified across different unhealthy commodity industries,
including alcohol and tobacco, to challenge regulations and policy that aim to reduce consumption.®
Two of these tactics are particularly in evidence in this situation.

Firstly, the industry is using Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) to gild brands’ reputation at the
expense of public health and wellbeing. Their presence in schools is deflecting attention from the
harms they cause, and at the same time promoting their brands and business.?® The BM/J's
investigation highlights breakfast clubs sponsored by Kellogg’s and Greggs that over 25 years have
reached many thousands of primary school children.

Secondly in evidence is the use of proxies, often presented as trade organisations, to communicate
their messages without always being transparent about the funding behind these front groups. This
includes the British Nutrition Foundation (BNF) “education programme” Food—a Fact of Life, which
has been running in UK schools for over 30 years. BNF is entirely funded by its members, which
include British Sugar, Coca Cola, Kellogg’s, Mars, and McDonald’s.
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Evidence from Wales shows that more than one in six schools uses resources from supermarkets
and/or trade organisations in teaching about food and nutrition. Around 7% used resources provided
by fast food companies, and 6% from soft drink and energy drink companies.!!

Greg Fell, president of the Association of Directors of Public Health, told The BMJ:

“There is a wealth of evidence to suggest that by being involved in school programmes, harmful
products are normalised.” ? 13

We the undersigned are calling for children to be protected from these vested interests of the
unhealthy food and drink industry* in our schools and early years settings.

We are asking that:

1. The implementation of government funded breakfast clubs is carried out with strong
nutritional standards, and without the presence of any branding relating to HFSS food and
drinks businesses and their representative organisations*.

2. The government includes school and nursery clubs and activities, and school and nursery
educational materials and resources, in all future regulation of food and drink advertising
and marketing.

3. Schools and nurseries, and clubs and activities in schools and nurseries, reject all future
branded sponsorship of, and educational materials and resources branded by HFSS food and
drinks businesses and their representative organisations.*

We urge you, the Secretaries of State for Education, and for Health and Social Care, to review and
recognise the damaging presence that the unhealthy food and drinks industry* has in UK schools
and early years settings — and take these three crucial steps to remove this influence and support
the healthy development of the nation’s children.
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*Defining “the unhealthy food and drink industry”

The House of Lords Food Diet and Obesity Committee’s October 2024 report ‘Recipe for Health’ has
already called for the exclusion of “food businesses that derive more than a proportion of sales (to be
defined by the Food Standards Agency) from less healthy products from any discussions on the
formation of policy on food, diet and obesity prevention. This should also apply to the industry
associations that represent these businesses”. This definition could also be used to define the
industry, businesses, companies and representative organisations to which this letter refers.

This letter intends to include in the definition of brands and products those that are HFSS-
synonymous or have the effect of promoting HFSS foods (even if they themselves are not classified as
HFSS under the government’s Nutrient Profiling Model).

The nutrient composition of many commercial infant foods is inconsistent with UK dietary
recommendations for this age group, particularly for sugar and salt,** and the House of Lords report
called for "strong mandatory compositional and marketing standards for commercial infant foods”.
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