
1 
 

10th June 2026 
 
Dear Colleague 
 
Call for Evidence - Education (Holiday Meal Payments) Bill 
 
Thank you for the opportunity, supplementary to our response of 18th May 2026, to 
provide additional detail on the specifics of food poverty (and relevant characteristics 
of) and the extent and location of rural / urban food deserts in support of members’ 
scrutiny of the Education (Holiday Meal Payments) Bill. Our comments are presented 
below and we hope you find them helpful. 
 
The specifics of food poverty (and relevant characteristics of food poverty) in 
Northern Ireland 
 
Food insecurity prevalence in Northern Ireland: The most recent data (DWP, 2023-
24) reported that 11% of households in Northern Ireland experienced food insecurity 
(also known as food poverty): low household food security (5%) or very low household 
food security (5%). Households with children were more likely to be food insecure (8% 
low; 8% very food security) compared with households without children (4% low; 4% 
very low). Households with more children is an indicator of increased risk of food 
insecurity (Furey et al., 2019). One in 20 (5%) households reported accessing food 
banks in the previous 12 months and presenting to food banks was also more likely 
for households with children (2% within the last 30 days; 6% within the last 12 months), 
compared with households without children (1% within the last 30 days; 3% within the 
last 12 months) (FSA, 2026). In terms of charitable food aid, food banks in the Trussell 
community in Northern Ireland provided 68,000 emergency food parcels from 1 
January 2025 to 31 December 2025. Over 26,000 parcels were distributed for children 
by food banks in the Trussell community in Northern Ireland, an increase of nearly 
9,000 parcels since 2019. This marks a 49% increase since 2019 and is the sixth year 
in succession that the number of parcels provided for children in Northern Ireland has 
been above 25,000 (Trussell, 2026). 
 
The Food Standards Agency’s Food and You 2 (Wave 11) data show that 21% of NI 
respondents had low or very low food security. Around 8 in 10 respondents (79%) in 
Northern Ireland were food secure (high or marginal food security) (Food Standards 
Agency, 2026). 
 
The primary drivers for people accessing food banks are threefold:  

• The design and delivery of the social security system.  
• Work which does not provide sufficient protection from financial hardship.  
• Difficulty accessing suitable jobs, especially for disabled people, those with 

caring responsibilities and parents (especially mothers) (IPSOS and the 
Trussell Trust, 2023). 

 
Across the wider UK, people from groups who face structural inequalities tend to be 
overrepresented among those experiencing food insecurity. Racial and gender 
inequalities contribute to higher poverty rates for some people from some ethnic 
minority groups and among women. DWP data show that younger households are 
more likely to be struggling: 21% of younger households are food insecure compared 
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with 10% of households for all age groups combined, while younger households are 
more than twice as likely to have used a food bank in the 30 days preceding the survey 
compared with all other age groups (Office for National Statistics, 2024). Young people 
who are care-experienced face greater risks of financial hardship in adulthood than 
people who are not.  
 
Similarly, a 2017 systematic review of 58 empirical studies from countries across the 
globe suggest that nearly one-third of university students may be food insecure and it 
is likely that that they suffer from “poorer nutritional outcomes, higher stress and 
depression and adverse learning, academic outcomes and/or productivity” as a 
consequence (Bruening et al., 2017). In the UK, Defeyter et al. (2021) found that 
increasing levels of food insecurity are associated with decreasing levels of well-being 
(β = −0.11, p < 0.05) in our student cohort.   
 
Challenges: Households in Northern Ireland have reached the point where income 
from work and/or benefits can no longer hold pace with the rising cost of living. It is 
suggested that Northern Ireland has become a depleted nation, not a deprived nation, 
seeking to subsist on straitened resources due to the structural determinants of 
poverty. A household pools all of its resources to afford to pay the essential bills and, 
with any luck, will have something left over for a rainy day or an unexpected expense. 
When finances are squeezed in this way until there is nothing left then impossible 
choices have to be made: do I have breakfast or do I put money in the meter? Indeed, 
for some households there is no choice at all and they can afford to neither eat nor 
heat their homes. Office for National Statistics (2026) data from March 2026 onward 
show that households are noticing a new rise in their cost of living due to higher fuel 
prices as a result of the Middle East conflict which is felt disproportionately by lower-
income households that are more affected by high food and energy prices (Francis-
Devine, 2026). This has also been found in Northern Ireland when mapping co-
poverties: food, fuel and transport poverty (Furey et al., 2023). Do I have a sandwich 
for dinner because I can’t afford to pre-heat the oven? Food has long been recognised 
as the flexible item of the household budget. It can result in food insecurity – the 
inability to afford a healthy, quality diet in sufficient quantity, or the worry that you may 
be unable to do so. It is experienced by the working poor – those who were previously 
just getting by; low income; underemployed; those with high levels of indebtedness; 
black and minority ethnic groups; those receiving benefit sanctions; new benefit 
claimants experiencing benefit delays; respondents who self-reported poorer health 
status were more likely to be in food-poor households, as were those who had more 
children; food poverty was less likely to be reported in respondents who were older, in 
those who owned their property, and in those who had higher household incomes. 
However, it is important to note that food insecurity still occurs as a problem for older 
people.  
 
Food insecurity can result in: physical health manifestations – hunger in the short term 
– malnutrition in the longer term. For example the population-level National Diet and 
Nutrition Survey (2019-2023) (Food Standards Agency, 2025) shows that: 

• Consumption of fruit and vegetable portions was below the recommendation in 
all age and sex groups, with only 4% of children aged 11 to 18 years meeting the 
5-a-day recommendation.   
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• Children aged 11 to 18 years were the highest mean consumers of sugary, fizzy 
drinks and squashes at 167mls/day. Similarly, mean consumption of 
confectionary was also highest in those aged 11 to 18 years, at 14g/day for boys, 
and 20g/day for girls.  

• The highest mean consumption of chips and other fried foods was also among 
those aged 11 to 18 years (37g/day for boys and 50g/day for girls). Consumption 
was lowest for adults aged 65 years and over (16g/day for men and 8g/day for 
women).   

• Boys aged 11 to 18 years were the highest mean consumers of meat products 
(67g/day), with women aged 65 years and over being the lowest mean 
consumers (17g/day). With the exception of children aged 4 to 10 years, mean 
daily consumption was higher for males than females.   

• Mean daily intakes of total energy in children aged 18 months to 3 years 
exceeded the Estimated Average Requirement (EAR) and were close to the EAR 
for children aged 4 to 10 years. Underreporting may partly explain findings 
relating to energy intake being below recommendations.  

• In all age groups, the recommendations for intake of mean saturated fatty acids 
and free sugars were exceeded. Similarly, the mean intake of fibre was below 
government recommendations for all age groups.  

• When considering equivalised income, the number of 5 a Day portions of fruits 
and vegetables increased with increasing income (highlighting disparities in 
different income groups).   

• 88% of children aged 11 to 18 years reported buying food or drink from the out-
of-home sector (for example cafes, pubs, takeaways) in the last 7 days followed 
by 84% of adults aged 19 to 64 years and 80% of children aged 4 to 10 years.  

The food system needs to also caution against ultra-processed foods (UPFs) and 
foods high in fat, sugar and salt. As UPFs have increasingly come to dominate 
people’s food consumption they are contributing to the ‘nutrition transition’ (Baker et 
al., 2020), accompanied by declining consumption of whole grains, fruits and 
vegetables, and increasing consumption of animal food products and processed, high 
fat and sugar foods (Popkin and Ng, 2021). The nutrition debate over UPFs in the diet 
is not about individual products but rather that increasingly, in many countries, 
processed foods account for the majority of calories consumed, impacting on 
nutritional health and contributing to the development of diet-related chronic disease 
such as heart attacks. They are ubiquitous in developed economies mirroring the 
increased prevalence in obesity. (The above adapted from Furey and Caraher; 2025).  

 
In 2024/25, the percentage of Primary 1 pupils affected by obesity in the most deprived 
areas was 73% higher than the rate in the least deprived areas. For year 8 pupils, the 
most-least deprived gap was slightly larger at 87%. The dental extraction rate in the 
most deprived areas was more than double the rate in the least deprived (Department 
of Health, 2026). 
 
Other effects include mental health implications; social exclusion; isolation; anxiety; 
worry; depression; stigma and loss of dignity; not being able to comfortably afford the 
social norm of three meals for you and your family every day; worry/anxiety about not 
being able to afford to feed your family a healthy, sufficient diet; sacrificing your dietary 
quality to ensure your children/family have enough to eat (maternal buffering); 
increased reliance on charitable food aid and alternative coping strategies – relying on 
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family and friends for meals/groceries; having to pay more and have less choice (e.g.) 
shop in more expensive corner shops where there is reduced food availability and a 
price premium (poverty/rural premium) – Scottish researchers cost the rural poverty 
premium to be between 15-30% (Poverty Alliance, 2026); heat or eat dilemma which 
in some cases may manifest in rationing of both (Snell et al., 2018); lower income; 
(under)employment; working poverty; increased indebtedness; not participating in the 
things that your peers do – e.g. healthy packed lunch; having friends/family around for 
a meal/drink; socialising; holiday; cinema/theatre; meal out; attend a wedding; 
participating in hobbies (social exclusion). 

 
Individual Challenges: stigma; not believing someone is eligible for help, feeling bad 
asking for help; not wanting to ask for help; not knowing where to go for help = all 
indicating that additional awareness raising and signposting are needed to overcome 
this deficit.  

 
Challenges for the third sector: Food banks are successful failures – they’ve been 
around since 2001 in the UK yet food poverty is increasing – we cannot rely on this 
sticking plaster on a gaping wound (Caraher and Furey, 2017).  
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The extent and location of rural / urban food deserts 
Approximately 37% of the Northern Ireland population lives rurally; this is a significant 
minority and it is entirely appropriate that their experiences of poverty and social 
exclusion are ameliorated. It is our position that Northern Ireland must not typify a two-
tier system whereby householders and consumers are disadvantaged by 
consequences of their rurality either in terms of their ability to access, afford or avail 
of healthy food that meets their right to food in socially acceptable and socially 
inclusive ways, without stigma, shame or deficiency. Access to basic services and 
choice – including food, socio-cultural activities, and informational access – must not 
be depleted for our rural dwellers. Furthermore, physical access is compounded for 
rural dwellers where they may experience the double disincentive of car-lessness 
and/or problematic access to purposive public transport amenities. 
 
By virtue of our dispersed population, Northern Ireland consumers already experience 
high costs in relation to fuel and transport expenses which, in turn, increase their 
potential to experience poverty and social exclusion compared to their urban 
counterparts. For this reason, any collaborative effort is welcomed to reduce poverty 
generally and health inequalities; food, fuel, financial and transport poverty; and social 
exclusion more specifically.  
 
Food is a basic right. According to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
everyone has a fundamental right to be free from hunger and have access to safe and 
nutritious food. The 1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR), and the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child are both legally 
binding. Both explicitly name adequate food and housing as basic human rights. Article 
11 of the ICESCR states that: The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize 
the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, 
including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of 
living conditions”. 
 
At UUBS we have developed a Food Risk Indicator to map and identify the above 
deficiencies in underserved rural areas. See https://www.fermanaghomagh.com/your-
council/keystatisticsanddata/your-council-projects/?download=file&file=68988 and 
https://www.fermanaghomagh.com/your-council/keystatisticsanddata/your-council-
projects/?download=file&file=68988 for previous Northern Ireland work on mapping 
co-poverties: food, fuel and transport poverty. We would suggest this may prove 
supportive in planning and monitoring targeted interventions to address food insecurity 
via a place-based approach to target deprivation. Such an area-based approach 
enables targeting of resources to households in greatest need and can be updated 
based on new data or different priorities. As such, the risk index can be shown to 
identify overall risk or can be modified to show risk for specific household types. 
Furthermore, the food poverty risk index can be mapped at coarser spatial scales such 
as ward, super output areas or councils. 
 
Ulster University is using Administrative Data and socio-demographic data to expand 
our At Risk of Food Insecurity Index to investigate spatial relationships with Type 2 
Diabetes Mellitus in Northern Ireland. Ulster’s first food poverty targeting model has 
been developed in Northern Ireland at Census small area level and is being expanded 
to investigate impacts on health (Project RP7 – Socio-Geographical Measurement – 
7.1 Food Insecurity refers).  

https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r02/___https:/www.fermanaghomagh.com/your-council/keystatisticsanddata/your-council-projects/?download=file&file=68988___.YzJlOnVsc3RlcnVuaXZlcnNpdHk6YzpvOmZiMjk3YmExMDllNGUxOTE4N2QzNzA2YjUxN2VmYmZlOjc6YjM4NDphZjQ5MGFjMjA2Y2MyNjc2MzBjMjk4MGM3NjQwOTM5YjQ4ZTczNjIwNWNiNzZkZDdmYmE4NmY2ZDc0YjhjMzBiOnA6VDpO
https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r02/___https:/www.fermanaghomagh.com/your-council/keystatisticsanddata/your-council-projects/?download=file&file=68988___.YzJlOnVsc3RlcnVuaXZlcnNpdHk6YzpvOmZiMjk3YmExMDllNGUxOTE4N2QzNzA2YjUxN2VmYmZlOjc6YjM4NDphZjQ5MGFjMjA2Y2MyNjc2MzBjMjk4MGM3NjQwOTM5YjQ4ZTczNjIwNWNiNzZkZDdmYmE4NmY2ZDc0YjhjMzBiOnA6VDpO
https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r02/___https:/www.fermanaghomagh.com/your-council/keystatisticsanddata/your-council-projects/?download=file&file=68988___.YzJlOnVsc3RlcnVuaXZlcnNpdHk6YzpvOmZiMjk3YmExMDllNGUxOTE4N2QzNzA2YjUxN2VmYmZlOjc6YjM4NDphZjQ5MGFjMjA2Y2MyNjc2MzBjMjk4MGM3NjQwOTM5YjQ4ZTczNjIwNWNiNzZkZDdmYmE4NmY2ZDc0YjhjMzBiOnA6VDpO
https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r02/___https:/www.fermanaghomagh.com/your-council/keystatisticsanddata/your-council-projects/?download=file&file=68988___.YzJlOnVsc3RlcnVuaXZlcnNpdHk6YzpvOmZiMjk3YmExMDllNGUxOTE4N2QzNzA2YjUxN2VmYmZlOjc6YjM4NDphZjQ5MGFjMjA2Y2MyNjc2MzBjMjk4MGM3NjQwOTM5YjQ4ZTczNjIwNWNiNzZkZDdmYmE4NmY2ZDc0YjhjMzBiOnA6VDpO
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Yours faithfully 
 
 
 
Dr Sinéad Furey     Professor Jayne Woodside 
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