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Statement of intent
Kells Lane Primary School is committed to ensuring equal opportunities for all pupils, regardless of financial circumstances, and has established the following policy and procedures to ensure that no child is discriminated against.
The governing body is responsible for ensuring that school meal provisions are accessible to all pupils and that procedures are in place for the recovery of any outstanding debt.
This policy has been adopted to ensure that there is a consistent and fair approach to debt incurred by parents whose children eat school meals. The responsibility falls on the school to pursue instances of non-payment.
The school budget will be directly affected by any outstanding debts that cannot be recovered, thereby directly affecting all pupils in school. We are confident that every parent will agree that this is unacceptable, and we encourage that all parents give this policy their full support.
This policy complies with the Gateshead Council Scheme for Financing Schools and Financial Regulations.  


Legal framework
This policy has due regard to all relevant legislation and statutory guidance including, but not limited to, the following: 
· The Education Act 1996
· The Requirements for School Food Regulations 2014
· DfE (2018) ‘Charging for school activities’
· DfE (2020) ‘Governance handbook’
This policy operates in conjunction with the following school policies:
· [bookmark: _Roles_and_responsibilities][bookmark: _Monitoring_and_review]Complaints Procedures Policy 
· Charging and Remissions Policy

Charging for school meals
School meals are available to pupils at a cost of £3.00 per day or at no cost to those in receipt of FSM entitlement.
Payments will be expected from parents for school meals in advance of the meals being required. Payments can be made weekly, fortnightly, monthly or when the account nears zero. Payment can be made using our online payment system known as the School Gateway or by paying cash.
Where parents make payments in cash, they will deposit the money at the school office, in a sealed envelope or bag with the pupil’s name, class, the amount of money enclosed.
Where a pupil’s meal has been paid for in advance and they are absent on the day of the meal, the amount paid will be credited towards a future meal.
Free school meals (FSM)
There is a statutory right to FSM for families who meet certain criteria. It is important that all parents who qualify take up their entitlement so that their child can receive a school meal each day.
Parents who receive one or more of the following support payments will be entitled to receive FSM (assuming the parent does not receive working tax credit):
· Universal Credit 
· Income support
· Income-based jobseeker’s allowance
· Income-related employment and support allowance
· Support under part VI of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999
· The guaranteed element of pension credit
· Child tax credit (provided they are not also entitled to working tax credit and have an annual gross income of no more than the current threshold)
· Working tax credit run-on – paid for four weeks after they stop qualifying for working tax credit
A pupil will only be eligible to receive FSM when a claim for FSM has been made on their behalf and their eligibility has been verified by the local authority. Parents will take responsibility for ensuring that they have claimed FSM for their child and will be aware that the entitlement to FSM cannot be backdated.
The local authority will check the eligibility of all applicants for FSM, and will record the date on which they receive the initial application for FSM from a parent and the date on which eligibility is verified. Eligibility checks are carried out promptly to ensure that the most accurate and up-to-date information is being used.
Pupils in Reception, Year 1 and Year 2, regardless of family income, are entitled to a free meal in line with the government Universal Free School Meal initiative.
Management of school meal debts
The school Finance Assistant will reconcile pupil lunch accounts on a Friday and identify those accounts with a negative balance.  The following processes will then take place;

· Stage 1 – An electronic message will be sent to those parents whose pupil accounts are in deficit, requesting that sufficient funds are credited immediately.  
· Stage 2 - If no funds have been credited within 3 working days of the initial electronic message, a follow up telephone call will be made to parents and a confirmation email sent home.
· Stage 3 – If no communication or funds have been received from parents within 5 working days of the initial electronic message, then a letter and outstanding invoice will be posted to parents, reminding them that their child’s lunch account can not run into arrears and that payment must be made immediately.
· Stage 4 - If no communication or funds have been received from parents within 10 working days of the initial electronic message, then a letter and outstanding invoice will be posted to parents via Royal Mail Recorded Delivery.  This letter will notify parents that the school lunch facility will be suspended pending sufficient funds being credited to their child’s account to clear the deficit and provide for a meal for the remainder of the week.

The Headteacher reserves the right to judge individual cases on merit. 

Parental Engagement, Payment Plans and Debt Recovery
If at any point during the debt recovery process, a parent contacts school to report financial difficulties, then the school will offer to set up a repayment plan and work with the parent to make this affordable.  If the parent agrees to pay a small weekly catch up amount in addition to the cost of meals for a week, then the school will not suspend the school meals facility.  

This catch-up amount can be as much or as little as the parent feels comfortable with, provided it is a regular amount and shows the debt to be reducing weekly.  If a parent breaks the agreement, then school meals will be suspended.

If the parent is unable to pay the basic cost of school meals each week, then the school meals suspension will stand.  This is to prevent the debt rising further and increasing hardship on the parent.  The suspension will be raised once the debt has been cleared.

If the debt remains unpaid despite all communication and means of assistance from school, then advice will be taken from the Legal Department of Gateshead Council with a view to recouping the debt.

When all practical and cost-effective methods of debt recovery have been exhausted by the school and the local authority, the governing body will be notified of the amount of debt that is considered to be irrecoverable. 

Under Section 2.1.6 of the Gateshead Council Scheme for Financing Schools, any debt which is less than £500 may be written off on the joint authority of two persons duly authorised by the governing body, providing they are both satisfied that the debt is irrecoverable or it is not the best use of public funds in attempting to recover this in view of the costs involved.
Any amounts that are written off shall be submitted to the Strategic Director, Corporate Resources for their information.

The threshold of £500 to write off a debt may be lowered by agreement of the full governing body.  This must be reviewed annually.

Monitoring and review 
This policy will be reviewed annually by the governing body. The next scheduled review date for this policy is 30 September 2026.  Any changes to this policy will be communicated to all parents and relevant stakeholders.
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Finance Assistant reconciles lunch accounts each Friday and identifies those accounts with a negative balance.






Stage 1
An electronic message is sent home to parents outlining the deficit and requesting funds be credited immediately.







Stage 2
If no funds have been credited to the child’s account by the 3rd working day after the text message, a follow up telephone call will be made to parents along with a confirmation email.









Stage 3
If no communication or funds have been received from parents by 5 working days of the initial electronic message, a letter and outstanding invoice will be posted home to parents, along with a reminder that their child’s lunch account can not run into arrears and that immediate payment is necessary











Stage 4
If no communication or funds have been received from parents within 10 working days of the initial electronic message, a letter and outstanding invoice will be posted home to parents via Recorded Delivery.  This letter will notify parents that the school lunch facility will be suspended pending sufficient funds being credited to their child’s account to clear the deficit and provide for a meal for the remainder of the week.







Parent pays full arrears to clear negative balance on school meal account.

No further action.
Parent contacts school to report financial hardship and inability to clear debt in one payment.

Payment plan activated.
No response from parents or communication from them to state financial difficulties.

Suspension of school meals facility
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