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Developing food poverty action plans 

Introduction

This short guide offers advice on 
drafting and delivering local food 
poverty action plans. 

The guide is based on analysis 
of a number of recently-produced 
local food poverty strategies or 
plans (links are provided at the 
end of the document). These plans 
vary significantly in terms of size 
and scope. 

The guide provides advice on 
these key questions: 

• What are poverty action 
plans?

• Why do local areas decide to 
develop food poverty action 
plans?

• Who could be involved?
• What should the process be?
• What data analysis or 

research could be carried out?
• How long could it take to 

develop a plan?
• Is funding available?
• What could a plan look like?
• How could plans be 

monitored?
• What kind of actions do plans 

include?
• What has been the impact of 

food poverty action plans so 
far? 

What are food poverty 
action plans?
There are different approaches 
to creating food poverty action 
plans. Plans generally use a 
definition of food poverty as 
the inability to access or afford 
food to make up a healthy 
diet. Though most attention is 
usually focussed on access and 
affordability, some plans also 
cover the issue of quality and 
nutritional content.

It is helpful for plans to make a 
distinction between short term 
‘crisis’ needs and long term 
or chronic food poverty, as 
well as identify the wide range 
of possible responses to the 
spectrum of food insecurity.  

The majority of the plans 
recognise the need to take 
preventative steps to address the 
wider (often structural) issues 
which contribute to individuals 
and families experiencing 
either short- or long-term food 
poverty. This includes both 
financial difficulties and non-
financial barriers to accessing 
affordable healthy food. Plans 
do also recognise the need for 
effective provision of emergency 
support where crises cannot be 
prevented. 

Why do local areas 
decide to develop food 
poverty action plans?

There are a number of factors 
which can lead to areas 
developing food poverty action 
plans. In some cases, developing 
this specific plan is a follow-
on action from a broader food 
strategy. It may be a response to 
a higher level agenda or call for 
action. 

In many cases, developing these 
plans has been prompted by 
recognition of a growing demand 
for emergency food provision. In 
particular, this has been largely 
focused on increased use of 
food banks and, to a greater or 
lesser extent, on concerns about 
the viability and/or sustainability 
and acceptability of the 
current situation. Some areas 
specifically approach the issue 
from a rights-based approach 
and seek to support people’s 
right to a decent and affordable 
diet. 
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Who could be  
involved?
The process of developing a food 
poverty action plan is usually 
initiated by an existing city or 
area food network, alliance or 
partnership; a local authority 
(sometimes specifically the 
public health function); or a local 
third sector organisation. While 
there may be one overall lead 
organisation, there are usually 
at least 3-4 core organisations 
collaborating. A wide-ranging 
partnership usually strengthens 
buy-in and increases the chances 
of success.

Other individuals or organisations 
who could be involved include: 

• Decision-makers and statutory 
agencies and services

• Academics (particularly at 
the initiation stage or during a 
period of consultation)

• Faith groups (as they are often 
involved in delivering food aid 
provision)

• Professionals referring people 
to food aid or other support 
including advice organisations

• Local people with experience 
of food poverty

• Organisations in contact with 
specific groups such as BAME 
people, disabled people, older 
people or low paid workers.

• Local businesses and 
employers.

What could the  
process be?
The process for developing a plan 
could include: 

• Establishing a representative 
steering group, working group 
or comparable structure

• An initial scoping paper
• An initial workshop, summit or 

other discussion(s) with a wide 
range of stakeholders (possibly 
chaired by an independent 
chair)

• Research and analysis 
(overseen by a smaller working 
group)

• Consultation on a draft plan
• Dissemination of the plan to a 

wide audience

What data analysis 
or research could be 
carried out?

While national data and research 
can provide relevant evidence 
for local areas, it is important to 
seek out local evidence to identify 
local need. As well as informing 
the plan, this can also foster 
greater buy-in from local decision-
makers. There are a range of 
data sources, some of which 
can be broken down into small 
geographical areas, such as wards 
or output areas. In the absence of 
governmental collection of data 
on food insecurity, some data can 
act as a proxy, giving an indication 
of the scale of food poverty or 
insecurity in a given area. Key data 
include: 

• Uptake of specific entitlements 
or services, such as Healthy 
Start Vouchers, universal or 
free school meals, meals on 
wheels/ community meals

• Poverty or child poverty, 
benefit claims, application for 
crisis support

• Indices of multiple deprivation 

Local primary research and 
analysis can also help to build a 
local picture. This could include: 

• Mapping and cross-referencing 
of food aid services, food 
retailers and takeaway outlets 
with areas of deprivation and 
benefit claims data

• Conducting surveys, interviews 
or focus groups of individuals 
experiencing food poverty and/
or professionals from food aid 
providers, advice or referral 
agencies, and statutory and 
third sector organisations

• Gathering data collected by 
the local authority, including 
the public health department, 
which may also be included in 
the local Joint Strategic Needs 
Assessment (JSNA)

• Collating data collected by 
local third sector organisations
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How long does it take  
to develop a plan?
It is hard to make any 
generalisations on timing of 
a typical project, given their 
variety of scope and stages 
of development. The time 
taken can range from a few 
months to a year. It is therefore 
important to establish a clear 
scope and support from key 
stakeholders and leadership. 
While one individual is often the 
lead for a project, it is usually 
essential for others to play a 
role, particularly in publicising 
the project, engaging a wide 
range of stakeholders, brokering 
relationships and implementing 
actions in the plan. 

Is funding available?

Modest amounts of funding have 
supported the development and 
implementation of food poverty 
action plans from a range of 
sources, including: 

• Statutory funders such as 
public health departments

• Independent trusts and grant-
giving bodies

• Housing associations

What could a  
plan look like?
It is important for plans to both 
assess the current situation and 
propose concrete actions. The 
extent and reach of these actions 
will inevitably vary according to 
local need and ambitions, as well 
as available resources and other 
support. Plans often focus on 
specific priority areas identified 
during the development process. 
In many cases they pay particular 
attention to specific groups such as: 

• Households living in poverty or 
low income (both in and out of 
work)

• Children and young people, 
including those eligible for free 
schools meals

• Disabled people or older people
• People accessing particular 

types of food provision or aid
• People in receipt of welfare 

support (both in and out of work), 
including those affected by 
changes to the welfare system 
and/or their entitlements 

• People accessing other services 
such as care services, financial 
or welfare advice

• People living in certain housing 
types or tenures

• People who have limited or no 
recourse to public funds

As general guidance, a plan could 
include: 

• An analysis of the current 
situation

• Detailed and specific objectives 
and actions

• Identification of areas or issues 
which may require further 
investigation or research, either 
to better understand the issue 
and/or develop an appropriate 
response

• An explanation of how the plan 
will be monitored and indicators 
for success 

Subject to available resources, it 
could be beneficial to design the 
final written output and include 
diagrams or infographics as well as 
the logos of organisations which 
support the plan. 

How could plans  
be monitored?
Critical to the success of action 
plans is not just making a set of 
recommendations, but ensuring 
that there is clear responsibility for 
delivery. Each element of the plan 
should be clearly allocated to and 
owned by a group of individuals 
or organisations who can follow a 
defined reporting schedule.  Other 
elements to ensure the action plan 
is effective include: 

• Publicly publishing and 
promoting the action plan

• Maintaining a steering or 
working group made up of  
key stakeholders and  
decision-makers

• Setting dates to review 
progress and update the action 
plan.

It is important to establish base 
data and a mechanism for ongoing 
measurement, reporting and 
review. Each action should be 
accompanied by a clear indicator 
to measure progress. It is likely 
that data collection will need 
to be carried out by multiple 
agencies. It may also be possible 
to collaborate with universities or 
individual researchers. 

In order to maximise impact, the 
plan should also link directly to 
other key local strategies and 
plans, for example a local food 
strategy; the Joint Strategic 
Needs Assessment; local poverty, 
child poverty, obesity, public 
health, health and wellbeing, or 
health inequalities plans; local 
development plans and planning 
policy and guidance. 
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What kind of actions  
do plans include?
Solutions to tackle food 
poverty often come in the 
form of action on multiple 
fronts, delivered by multiple 
stakeholders. 

Plans can also recognise 
that solutions to some of the 
structural causes of food 
poverty may lie outside the 
scope of local authorities 
or other local bodies. In 
some cases, this can lead to 
actions to try to influence or 
lobby government. 

Plans also highlight where 
actions ostensibly aimed at 
alleviating food poverty may 
have other, much broader 
societal benefits. 

We have categorised the 
actions from the plans we 
have seen into three broad 
categories.

Taking a preventative approach

• Making available a wide range of opportunities for families to learn about 
nutrition and cooking (including holiday club activities)

• Facilitating access to more affordable, healthier foods, including fresh 
fruit & vegetables, for example via community hubs, markets, shops and 
social supermarkets. This may also include addressing transport issues

• Promoting Healthy Start vouchers
• Recognising and supporting the role of schools, other children’s services 

and activity providers in contributing to a healthy and adequate diet for 
children, year-round, including action on uptake of free school meals; 
breakfast clubs and initiatives to address holiday hunger

• Raising awareness across a wide range of frontline service staff of food 
poverty risk indicators and options to mitigate it

• Ensuring people can earn a fair income, including local authorities 
leading by example as accredited Living Wage employers and expanding 
the Living Wage to contractors, engaging with local employers, including 
social care, retail and hospitality

• Supporting financial and debt advice services, including frontline advice 
services, potentially delivered in emergency food support settings

• Developing strategies for assisting individuals and families through 
short-term financial stresses and life transitions to prevent forced choice 
between food and other expenditure, including local discretionary funds

• Recognising and addressing the inter-relation with fuel poverty (which 
may include tackling the poverty premium on utilities) and access to 
cooking facilities

Shaping crisis provision
• Improving signposting and enhancing information on local preventative 

support 
• Ensuring support is delivered in a non-stigmatising and dignified way
• Seeking to improve the overall nutritional value of emergency food aid
• Fostering greater co-operation and co-ordination, sharing of knowledge, 

skills and resources across networks of assistance providers, with 
specific encouragement by local authorities 

• Maximising opportunities to deliver other beneficial services to users 
within provision, for example advice, skills training, confidence building, 
community-building activity and reducing isolation

• Considering a role for surplus food provision

Taking a wider approach

• Using the planning system and business rate relief system to shape 
local areas, for example to support community food growing, local 
markets and other more affordable fruit and vegetable outlets, as well 
as limit the spread of unhealthy fast food outlets (particularly within 
400m of schools or other services accessed by children and young 
people)

• Providing stable and affordable housing opportunities for individuals 
and households who may be at risk of food poverty, including action to 
reduce level of failed tenancies

• Coordinating consistent messaging on healthy eating between public 
bodies, third sector organisations and the food industry 

• Ensuring that local authority decision-making in all areas takes account 
of food poverty

• Measuring and monitoring food poverty at a local level
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What has been the 
impact of food poverty 
action plans so far?

Many food poverty strategies or 
action plans were only published 
relatively recently. However, local 
areas have reported a number of 
successes specifically linked to the 
development or implementation of 
their action plans. These include: 

• Raising the profile of food 
poverty, especially with local 
decision-makers

• Developing a shared positive 
vision

• The local council and other 
partners taking ownership of 
agreed actions

• Sharing of good practice 
across local authority 
boundaries to support specific 
projects

• Being allocated funding to map 
local food aid provision

• Fostering links with local food 
businesses

• Joining up food aid with advice 
organisations or employment 
and employability schemes

• Drafting joint information 
materials and online resources

• Prompting successful joint bids 
for funding and engaging new 
partners to support specific 
projects

• Local monitoring of food 
poverty via a robust survey

• Joining up food poverty 
strategies with wider social 
inclusion strategies and 
initiatives

Contact details and further  
information on Sustain’s  
work on food poverty

Simon Shaw
Food poverty campaign co-ordinator

020 7065 0902 
simon@sustainweb.org 
www.sustainweb.org/foodpoverty
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Belfast Food Network: Enough is 
enough: Scoping survey 
www.belfastfoodnetwork.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/04/Enough-
is-Enough-Report.pdf

Belfast Food Network: Enough is 
enough: A collaborative response 
to food poverty in Belfast 2016-
2021  
www.belfastfoodnetwork.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/05/Food-
Poverty-Plan-Final.pdf 

Birmingham Food Council: Food 
insecurity in Birmingham: A city 
level response 
www.birminghamfoodcouncil.
org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/
FoodInsecurityBirmingham_A_city-
level_response.pdf

Bradford City Council: Children 
in food poverty: A health needs 
assessment 
http://bradford.moderngov.
co.uk/documents/s7464/
Rec16DecDocM.pdf

Brighton & Hove Food 
Partnership: Food poverty action 
plan 2015-2018 
http://bhfood.org.uk/reports-
publications/food-poverty/32-food-
poverty-action-plan-final/file

Brighton & Hove Food 
Partnership: Food poverty action 
plan case study
http://bhfood.org.uk/bhfp-case-
studies/food-poverty-1/151-bhfp-
case-study-2016-food-poverty-
action-plan/file 

Bristol: A review of food poverty 
response in Bristol 2014 
www.bristolnetworks.org.uk/
Publisher/File.aspx?ID=149718

Exeter: Food poverty and schools in 
Devon: Survey results and briefing 
www.devonhealthandwellbeing.
org.uk/library/schools/food-
poverty-and-schools/

Hammersmith & Fulham: 
Food  poverty action plan 
http://democracy.lbhf.gov.uk/
documents/s66638/05%20
Appendix%201%20HF%20
Food%20Poverty%20Action%20
Plan.pdf

Kensington and Chelsea Social 
Council: Cooking up ideas: 
Addressing the challenges of food 
poverty in Kensington and Chelsea 
www.kcsc.org.uk/publication/
cooking-ideas-addressing-
challenges-food-poverty-
kensington-and-chelsea

London Borough of Lewisham: 
Putting food on the table. 
Understanding food poverty: 
Exploring food bank use in 
Lewisham
www.sustainablefoodcities.
org/Portals/4/Documents/
Lewisham%20Food%20Bank%20
Final%20Report%20May%20
30%202014.pdf

Examples of food poverty strategies, assessments and action plans

In order to help organisations manage requests for further information, if you would like to learn more about 
these plans, please read through these documents first. If you have any outstanding questions, then please get 
in touch with the relevant organisations. 

Individual case studies of specific initiatives

Sustain: Beyond the food bank: London food poverty profile 2016
www.sustainweb.org/publications/ 

Sustainable Food Cities: Tackling food poverty, diet-related ill health 
and access to affordable healthy food 
www.sustainablefoodcities.org/keyissues/tacklingfoodpovertyand 
accesstohealthyfood/resources

Sustainable Food Cities webinar: Tacking food poverty in your city
http://sustainablefoodcities.org/webinars/tacklingfoodpovertyin 
yourcity  

Sustain/NACC: Meals on Wheels good practice case studies 
www.sustainweb.org/publications/

Liverpool City Region: Child 
poverty and life chances strategy 
2015-2018
www.knowsley.gov.uk/
knowsleycouncil/media/
Documents/liverpool-city-region-
child-poverty-and-life-chances-
strategy-refresh-2015-18.pdf

Oxford: Feeding the gaps: 
food poverty and surplus food 
redistribution in Oxford: a 
community-led analysis
www.goodfoodoxford.org/
wp-content/uploads/2014/04/
FeedingTheGaps_TheReport.pdf 

London Borough of Sutton: Food 
poverty needs assessment 
www.sustainablefoodcities.org/
Portals/4/Documents/Sutton%20
Food%20Poverty%20Report%20
REPORT%20v4%20210115%20
SO.pdf



A Sustain publication 
November 2016

Sustain: The alliance for better food and farming, 
advocates food and agriculture policies and practices 
that enhance the health and welfare of people and 
animals, improve the living and working environment, 
enrich society and culture, and promote equity.  
It represents around 100 national public interest 
organisations working at international, national, 
regional and local level. 

Sustain: The alliance for better food and farming
sustain@sustainweb.org  
www.sustainweb.org

Sustain, Development House 
56-64 Leonard Street  
London EC2A 4LT 
020 7065 0902  

Produced with support from  
Esmée Fairbairn Foundation,  
Trust for London and  
Sustainable Food Cities

Sustain is a Registered Charity No. 1018643

Developing  
food poverty 
action plans 


