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Introduction
What is Food Poverty?
The Department of Health defines food poverty as “The inability to afford, or to have access
to, food to make up a healthy diet”. Food poverty is a complex issue, going far beyond
simply being unable to afford food. As well as affecting individuals who cannot eat due to
limited incomes, it encompasses aspects such as physically not being able to obtain food, or
not having access to a balanced diet. The concept also encompasses food insecurity- where
individuals lack regular access to enough safe and nutritious food for normal growth and
development and an active and healthy life.
Risk factors for food poverty are multifactorial as demonstrated in Figure 6, but include:
•

Non-white British backgrounds- non-white British adults were twice as likely to
suffer from food poverty than White British adults, with incidence 10.8% in white
households versus 19.7% in non-white British households according to results of the
January 2022 YouGov survey

•

Life limiting illness of disability- two thirds of households referred to a Trussell Trust
Food bank had at least one disabled individual, with 28.5% of households with at

least one severely disabled individual suffering from food poverty as per the Food
Foundation
•

Incomes in the lowest quartile- households on universal credit within the last 6
months were 5x more likely to have experienced Food poverty as per the Food
Foundation.

•

Households with multiple children- 41% of households with 3 or more children suffer
from food insecurity, whilst 12.1% of households with children were deemed to be in
food poverty versus 7.8% of households without children in the January 2022
YouGov survey

•

Younger age groups 16-34

•

Households with unemployed individuals

Figure 1- Risk factors for food poverty

Quantifying Food Poverty
Two globally recognised metrics for food poverty predominantly used in the US and Canada
are the United Nations ‘Food Insecurity Experience Scale’ (FIES) and the ‘Household Food
Security Survey Module’ (HFSSM). The FIES is a simple 8 question food security scale
focussing on gathering qualitative and quantitative data relating to worry, food quality and

food quantity (Cafiero, Viviani and Nord, 2018). HFSSM is similarly formed of 18 questions
targeting both qualitative and quantitative aspects of food poverty.
Until 2019, limited data relating to food poverty within the UK was available. This was
highlighted within a report by the Food foundation in 2016, which concluded a need for a
standard measure of household insecurity both at a national and local level (Food
Foundation, 2016), and the subsequent implementation of this. Qualitative research has
highlighted the issue at large for many years- those with less financial means struggle to
gain access to food, worry about having access to meals, lack balanced diets and on
occasion are reliant on government schemes such as free school meals to feed their children
(London Food Link Project, 2015).

Understanding Food Poverty Nationally - The Key Statistics
•

The Family Resources Survey published by the UK government in 2020 prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic showed 5 million people in the UK lived in food poverty
equating to 8% of UK households. This has further risen to 9.9% of the population
from data collected in August 2021, and 10.8% from data collected from the YouGov
survey in January 2022.

•

UK food bank usage has risen 110% between 2019 and 2020 as per the Independent
Food Aid network.

•

The COVID-19 pandemic has posed challenges including but not limited to selfisolation, food shortages, unemployment, reduced disposable incomes and school
closures which pushed food insecurity from 7.6% of UK households pre-COVID to
9.7% during the first 6 months of the pandemic.

•

Food poverty in Children is a particular area of recent concern, with the incidence of
Food Poverty in Children increasing from 18% to 20% of all 8–17-year-olds in the 6month period between July 2020 and January 2021 as demonstrated in Figure 1Percentage of households with children living in food poverty over time. This was despite

the implementation of interventions such as Free School Meal substitutes and the
Furlough Scheme introduced in this period.

Figure 2- Percentage of households with children living in food poverty over time

Understanding Worcester City- The Food Environment
•

The index for multiple deprivation score for Worcester is 20.4, which is slightly less
deprived compared to a national average of 21.7

•

The population of Worcester City includes 6.6% people from a non-white British
heritage vs a national average of 14.6%

•

The IDACI (income deprivation affecting children index) showed 16.8% of
Worcester’s under 18 population live in poverty, compared to the national average
of 17.1%

•

Unemployment in Worcestershire is 2.6% versus a national average of 2.8%

•

The prevalence of overweight/obesity in school age children sits at 32.3% vs a
national average of 34.6%

•

Worcester has 112.8 fast food outlets per 100,000 population compared to a
national average of 96.1 per 100,000

•

According to research by the University of Sheffield using data from the Food
Foundation report in January 2021, within the Local Authority of Worcester, 13.6%
of households experienced struggle with food. This may mean individuals sought
help accessing food, skipped or reduced the size of a meal, or gave a reason for not
having sufficient food. 10.5% of households were either very or fairly worried about
having enough food and 4.3% experienced hunger, defined as skipping food
completely for a whole day in the previous month or indicated being hungry but
could not have access to food. This compares to national averages of 10.7%, 11.0%
and 4.1% respectively. As demonstrated in Figure 2, this does not compare
favourable to some other notable local authorities such as Redditch, although the
percentage of individuals living in food poverty is much lower than in LAs such as
Gloucester.

Figure 3- Percentages of households living in food poverty compared to neighbouring LAs

•

Worcester City is divided into 15 wards, with most deprived wards such as Rainbow
Hill, Warndon and St John falling in the 10% most deprived areas in the UK by IMD
and Warndon Parish South and North, and Claines falling in the 10% most thriving
areas in the country by IMD. Mapping of food outlets against areas demonstrates a
relationship between deprived areas and the nature of food outlets present, as
shown in Figure 3. Wards such as St Johns highlighted in Figure 4 demonstrate a
distinct lack of supermarkets/convenience stores with fast food outlets abundantly
present particularly towards the South of the ward. Unavailability of a balanced diet
has been shown to be a major contributor towards food poverty. However,

wealthier wards such as St Stephen and Warndon Parish North/South as seen in
Figure 5 have a near complete lack of food outlets. This is less significant, however,

given a less deprived ward is likely to have greater access to private transport such
as cars/taxi in order to reach outlets- an option that is less feasible for those living in
more deprived areas such as St John.

Figure 4- Map showing food retailers in Worcester city

Figure 5- Map showing food retailers in Worcester city (West)

Figure 6- Map showing food retailers in Worcester city (East)

Provisions in Place to Tackle Food Poverty in Worcester City
•

Free school holiday club meals- with means tested free school meals in place as a
national initiative, Worcester city has historically provided funding for healthy
lunches to be provided to children attending school clubs. This was extended during
the pandemic to feed children who were not attending school clubs, alongside the
free school meals scheme to ensure children were receiving full and healthy
nutrition during the national lockdowns.

•

Food banks- presence of foodbanks run by The Trussell Trust- the largest UK network
of food banks, as well as smaller independent foodbanks such as The Worcester
Foodbank provide nutritionally balanced meals to individuals referred via local
institutions

•

Soup kitchens- run by Worcester Carers in partnership with Worcestershire County
Council, city centre kitchens provide 70 meals a day to the most vulnerable and in
need individuals in the city, particularly homeless individuals. The scheme was
recently boosted by Local Authority Emergency Assistance Grant for Food and
Essential Supplies

•

Discretionary welfare assistance scheme- a scheme run by the city council helping
vulnerable low-income households in crisis with food grants, as well as helping with
energy bills and providing essential home appliances.

•

Healthy Worcester Grant Fund- involves providing funding to local community
groups such as the Worcester community fund to provide local families with young
children access regular meals

•

Allotments/community spaces- Worcester city has 940 allotment plots, as well as a
community garden with food area. Despite this- demand for allotment space
outstrips supply, with there being an extended waiting list for plots. Discounts are
made available to individuals from low-income backgrounds. However, the waiting
list makes plots difficult to access. Conceptually, allotments/community spaces allow
families to grow their own fresh food- both allowing individuals to make savings on
food as well as access fresh, home grown produce- both of which are useful in
tackling food poverty.

•

Healthy start vouchers- Created for families with pregnant women or families with
children under 4, this initiative commissioned by Worcestershire Health and Care

NHS trust provides milk (both formula and fresh cows’ milk) as well as fruit and
vegetables free of charge to those in receipt of an eligible benefit. Vouchers are
accessed both online and at local children’s centres, with recent figures showing
uptake of approximately 50% of those eligible.

Adult Food Poverty
As demonstrated, whilst the city of Worcester sits below the national average of households
experiencing hunger, it is clear compared to neighbouring local authorities that food
poverty remains rife and is increasing in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Local
foodbank usage, obtained from the local citizens advice bureau demonstrates a modest rise
in the numbers of individuals fed between 2019 and 2020, shown in Figure 7. However,
notably, the number of vouchers issued and fulfilled fell between these two years,
potentially as a result of anxiety relating to seeking help during the early phases of the
pandemic. There appears to have been a stark increase in individuals fed between 2020 and
2021 with numbers climbing over a third to the highest recorded in the local authority,
placing unprecedented stresses on local foodbanks.
Furthermore, as demonstrated, the number of children receiving support from foodbanks
appears to have risen more dramatically than the adult population, indicating that child
food poverty is an increasing area of concern.
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Figure 7- Graph demonstrating food bank usage over time
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Child Food Poverty
Child food poverty is rapidly becoming an area of concern, with national data showing over
2.5million children living in households that have experienced food poverty in the last 6
months- a figure that has been rising since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic seen in
Figure 1. Local data breaking down the recipients of food bank meals demonstrates similar

patterns- as seen in Figure 9, whilst food bank meals within Worcester City have been rising
overall, the rise seen amongst under 18s is more pronounced that the rise in adults. Figure 8
demonstrates this more clearly, showing that the ratio of child:adult recipients of food bank
meals was approximately 0.5, whereas latest data suggest this now currently may be at 0.8.
This suggests more and more families are relying on foodbanks to feed children and as such
the number of hungry children is rising at a worrying rate.
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Figure 9- Recipient of food bank meals adults vs children
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Figure 8- Recipients of food bank meals ratio of adults vs children over time

A major indicator of food poverty in Worcester City’s under 18 population is the provision of
free school meals. Free school meals are available to all primary and secondary school
children in state school from low-income backgrounds and/or are recipients of state
benefits (including but not limited to jobseeker’s allowance, child tax credit or universal
credit).
During the early lockdown phases of the coronavirus pandemic, the scheme was adapted to
ensure children did not go hungry whilst not at school- provisions were put in place for
lunches to be provided at holiday activity clubs, primarily for parents of children classified as
‘key workers’. For other children, a system of food parcels was set up, with existing suppliers
adapting in order to deliver food packages to children who were normally in receipt of free
school meals but were at home during early lockdowns. Emergency provisions were also put
in place for food vouchers to be handed out during the summer break of 2020 to free school
meal recipients, to ensure children did not go hungry.
Despite these interventions, as demonstrated above, child food poverty has been on the
rise, more so than in the adult population. There are clear links between food poverty in
children and deprivation- as is demonstrated by mapping the home addresses of children in
receipt of free school meals shown in Figure 10.
The most deprived wards in Worcester city- Rainbow Hill, Warndon and St John
demonstrate high density of free school meal recipients as signified by the blue dots (Figure
11 and Figure 12). Wards such as Warndon North/South in higher IMD deciles, house lower

numbers of free school recipients. This is as expected- more deprived communities will have
higher rates of poverty including lower incomes and higher unemployment rates, leading to
increased reliance on free school meals. Figure 13 demonstrates this clearly, showing a direct
correlation between the IMD decile children live in, and the chance of receiving free school
meals. Data demonstrates that 59% of the recipients of free school meals live in the 30%
most deprived areas of Worcester city by IMD.

Figure 10- Map showing distribution of free school meal recipients

Figure 11- Map showing distribution of free school meal recipients (East)

Figure 12- Map showing distribution of free school meal recipients (West)

IMD Decile
Free School Meal Recipients
Free School Meal Recipients by Proportion

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
1,049
296
255
70
339
143 145 246 109
62
38.7% 10.9% 9.4% 2.6% 12.5% 5.3% 5.3% 9.1% 4.0% 2.3%

Figure 13- Free school meal recipients per IMD decile

Tackling Food Poverty in Worcester City
Food Access and Supply
•

Community fridge schemes- Worcestershire’s first community fridge project based in
Upton-upon-Severn is an ongoing success, accepting sealed packaged foods 7 days a
week whilst allowing anyone in need of food access, regardless of background or
income instead operating on a trust basis. Similar schemes have been employed
nationally, with the objective being to remove the stigma associated with food bank
schemes whilst also invoking a community spirit. The success of this pioneering
scheme and similar schemes suggests a community fridge in Worcester city would be
equally as successful, and could be combined with pre-existing schemes already
running, such as the Worcester Community Waste forum. This collaboration would
allow the fridge to be kept topped up with fresh food, which may otherwise have

been thrown away (for example, local food outlets). A pilot scheme in Worcester
city, in a deprived area which also lacks fresh food outlets, such as St John could
provide the most benefit. A similar scheme could be implemented in app form,
matching businesses with excess food with those would benefit from having extra
food.
•

Universal free school meals- research conducted in various local authorities
demonstrates a very real and significant stigma associated with free school meals.
Pupils may feel isolated or in extreme circumstances be bullied if they are receiving
meals from school whilst their peers are bringing food from home, and equally with
their peers purchasing food from school. This leads to children and families declining
free school meals and children going hungry. The most effective way to remove this
stigma altogether is to have all children eating the same food, paid for and
consumed in the same way. This also provides food to children of families that,
whilst not meeting eligibility criteria, still face food insecurity. A local universal free
school meals scheme would work to combat this- allowing all children to enjoy the
same healthy and nutritious free meals at school

•

Healthy start voucher uptake- the local healthy start voucher initiative provides
children the best possible start in life aiming to provide nutritious meals to expectant
mothers and young children. However, the uptake rate of this scheme is only 49% of
those eligible for the scheme in Worcester- meaning over half of eligible families do
not partake in the scheme. Greater understanding on why the uptake of this scheme
remains low will help guide any necessary interventions to encourage more families
to engage.

•

Community vegetable patches and allotment schemes- whilst allotment plots are
available to the residents of Worcester, there is oversubscription and the system
operates via a waiting list. Further provision of plots could be provided, particularly
to those at risk or suffering from food poverty, perhaps in the form of reserved slots
for these groups. Discounted rates for lower income individuals serve as an incentive
however, this is of little use if plots are not available. In addition, there could be
integration of community vegetable patches. This initiative, which is already in place
in other local authorities, could be used to produce vegetables for the community

fridge, outlined above whilst also providing green spaces and further promoting
community engagement.

Tackling Poverty
•

Fuel poverty- in the context of the global energy crisis, annual gas and electricity bills
are set to rise £693 for the average UK household over the coming months, and £708
for those on prepayment meters, usually consisting of the most vulnerable members
of society. According to the latest 2018 data within Worcester city, 9.9% of
households live in fuel poverty, comparing favourably to the national average of
11.1% but lagging key LAs such as Redditch at 8.3% and Bromsgrove at 8.4%. With
the incoming rise in price caps and energy bills, further compounded with annual
increases since 2018, thousands of families within the City may struggle financially.
Many may fall into food poverty, being forced to rely on food banks. The rapid
implementation of schemes to tackle fuel poverty (and therefore its wider impact on
food poverty) is critical- schemes to run alongside the existing Household Support
fund in order to provide financial support to those most struggling to pay bills may
reduce the chance of families falling into food poverty as well as fuel poverty.
Implementation of further efficiency measures across all homes would be a useful
initiative in the medium to long term, to save each Worcester city household an
average of £270 on bills at current rates- money that could otherwise be spent on
regular, nutritious meals.

•

Tackling unemployment schemes- the community grants scheme is already in place
within Worcestershire to tackle unemployment by incentivising the provision of
training opportunities, education, apprentices and jobs. Having a more skilled
workforce improves employability thereby reducing unemployment. As
demonstrated in Figure 6, low incomes and unemployment are two primary risk
factors for food poverty- tackling these will in turn reduce those living in food
poverty. This scheme could run alongside further funding for childcare support to
facilitate working in individuals with young children, as well as entrepreneur
schemes to encourage individuals to start small business to supplement their income

•

Council tax rebates- reduction in council tax could be implemented to lessen the
blow in cost of living rises, giving individuals further disposable income which may

act as a cushion to protect vulnerable families from falling into food poverty. With
the council tax operating as a banded system, rates could be cut most for those living
in the more deprived areas, which as demonstrated in Figure 13, are those families
most significantly at risk of food poverty

Improving Communities
•

Transport- with research into the food environment in Worcester showing that those
living in the most deprived areas on Worcester city are those who may find it most
difficult to access fresh, cost effective and healthy food from supermarkets or
otherwise due to the physical travel involved, having an efficient and cost-effective
public transport system is crucial, particularly in a demographic that is not likely to
routinely have access to private transport. Subsidisation of public transport for
individuals claiming food vouchers may be a way of ensuring that these individuals
are able to make use of these vouchers in the best way possible, as well as avoiding
reliance on more expensive albeit more convenient local outlets

•

Communication- ensuring awareness of those suffering in food poverty to help
available is just as important as making help available. Underclaiming of benefits is a
widespread issue nationally that could be tackled by having advisors on the ground
to provide advice and support, at sites such as food banks. A multi-disciplinary effort
from parties such as local GPs and community leaders will help ensure vulnerable
adults are signposted to the correct help and support. Targeting communication
towards young people via apps and social media is equally important to ensure they
have access to free school meals and similar provisions especially in recent times
with spirally food poverty in under 18s
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