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SCOTTISH ORGANIC STAKEHOLDERS GROUP 

PUBLIC PROCUREMENT SUB GROUP 

CREATING A CULTURE CHANGE FOR ALL: PUTTING MORE 
ORGANIC FOOD ON THE PLATES OF THE PUBLIC SECTOR 

 
 

Introduction 
In its Programme for Government 2021/22 the Scottish Government has committed to taking a number 

of steps towards creating a more sustainable, systemic approach for public sector food, through the 

commitment to Universal Free School Meals, the development of the Good Food Nation Bill and the 

development of local food strategies. In addition, the Scottish Government has committed to doubling 

organically certified land by 2026. 

Public sector food and drink stakeholders have already been working to identify ways of ensuring that 

more local, sustainable and ethical food is procured for children and young people, students, patients 

https://www.gov.scot/programme-for-government/
https://www.gov.scot/news/free-school-meals-1/
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefings/Report/2021/12/17/a205d14c-249f-410a-a405-6b170ce68389
https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-food-everyone-discussion/
https://www.ruralpayments.org/topics/all-schemes/agri-environment-climate-scheme/
https://www.ruralpayments.org/topics/all-schemes/agri-environment-climate-scheme/
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who are in hospital, older people and those who are imprisoned, with a number of work groups 

established to ensure that there is commitment to this. Their main objective is to ensure that good 

quality, healthy, nutritious and tasty food reaches those groups. The use of more organically produced 

food is an important way of achieving that. This is in the context of EU initiatives including the 

requirement that every EU country has an organic action plan giving details of how they are going to 

work to achieve the target of 25% of agricultural land being certified organic by 2030, as well as the EU 

Farm to Fork policy.  

 

The Scottish Organic Stakeholder Group (SOSG) was created a couple of years ago by collective effort to 

support the Scottish Government to progress the expansion of organics in Scotland. In May 2021 the 

group drafted a set of nine Propositions for the Scottish Government in preparation for their Programme 

for Government of October 2021. Following a public commitment to doubling the amount of land in 

organics and other recent developments that encourage organic expansion, and for EU countries to 

develop organic action plans,  SOSG decided to set up four subgroups in Spring 2022 for more detailed 

work on the Recommendations in support of a new Scottish Organic Action Plan (the previous one 

expired in 2020).  The subgroups focus on the following themes: 

● Developing supply chains and markets for organic food 

● Research, training and advisory services to support organics  

● Increasing public procurement of organic food  

● Organic conversion 

 

The purpose of the Public Procurement subgroup is to determine what needs to happen to increase 

procurement of organic1 food into our public kitchens in Scotland. 

 

 

Stakeholders 
Participants in this subgroup are: 

                                                             
1 The stakeholder group acknowledges the work of the conversion sub group 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/farming/organic-farming/organic-action-plan_en#:~:text=Organic%20Action%20Plan%201%20Action%20plan%20for%20organic,and%20processing.%20...%204%20Strengthening%20environmental%20sustainability.%20
https://ec.europa.eu/food/system/files/2020-05/f2f_action-plan_2020_strategy-info_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/food/system/files/2020-05/f2f_action-plan_2020_strategy-info_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/food/system/files/2020-05/f2f_action-plan_2020_strategy-info_en.pdf
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.gov.scot_publications_organic-2Dambitions-2Dscotlands-2Dorganic-2Daction-2Dplan-2D2016-2D2020_&d=DwMF-g&c=euGZstcaTDllvimEN8b7jXrwqOf-v5A_CdpgnVfiiMM&r=66UYLYNgzn94s9wvnT4nUOSftz-3jRr3w3dO8jba-GIKgShuh01zLPbSS0UEGnGu&m=ozBESfkXQTur1agOJ-Z0AAg-Qv6MvFXboJfUstGtBtU&s=iHn745BZTv2peNvbsCNPakpwRnp6f9ZJ0wXiHfxz6jo&e=
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● Primary producers 

● Local Authorities 

● NHS 

● Advanced Procurement for Universities and Colleges (APUC) 

● Scottish Prison Service 

● Wholesalers 

● Scotland Excel 

● Soil Association Scotland 

● Nourish Scotland 

● Scotland’s Rural College (SRUC) 

● The Scottish Government 

 

Why Bother? Multiple Benefits 
An investment2 in climate-friendly, organic food can help to deliver a wide range of Government 

objectives, from helping to address health inequalities, positively contributing to climate change action, 

protecting biodiversity, reducing food inequality and insecurity, and tackling the consequences of 

poverty.  

At the same time, there is a clear and increasing interest from those who access public sector food about 

the type of food served in schools, hospitals, care homes, universities and prisons, with increasing 

requests for the food served to be protecting animal welfare, for it to be grown and produced organically, 

and for it to be locally produced. All areas of public sector catering report seeing increasing trends 

towards more plant based diets. The increase in interest in this work shows the support that there is 

likely to be from the wider public for caterers to offer more organic produce on public sector plates.   

Three key drivers repeatedly emerged from the work of this subgroup: 

● Use of more climate friendly, organic and local food should be viewed as an investment in food 

system change 

● This in turn will improve the quality of meals offered in public sector settings 

● At a time when farming and fishing are facing existential challenges from an ageing workforce and 

alternatives to using land/water for the production of food, this type of  investment will create 

opportunities and encouragement for younger people to view farming as a viable career 

 

Ultimately, the stakeholder group was clear that in order to achieve an increase in the use of organic 

food in the public sector, there needs to be a culture shift: for procurers, for caterers, for people who 

receive the meals, and for producers. This shift will take time, and will require multiple stakeholders to 

share the risks involved. This process is an opportunity to work in partnership and should be viewed as 

such, instead of it being transactional in nature. 

                                                             
2 By investment, the stakeholder group means forward-thinking revenue spending with a greater alignment of 
public sector revenue spend being directed  towards priorities highlighted in the Scottish Government’s 
National Outcomes and the Programme for Government.  
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Working from our Values 
The stakeholders started their approach to this review by considering their own values, so that we can 

better understand the drivers for change that each holds. The key values identified by the group are: 

● A desire to create a sustainable food system that everyone can benefit from 

● Providing high standards for people who receive public sector food 

● Valuing locally supplied food, not imported foods, and supporting local SMEs 

● Taking sustainability and zero carbon as a key driver 

● Changing the narrative and leading by example, by showing other sectors that it can be done 

Understanding our Loyalties 
Different stakeholders have different perspectives and loyalties to different parts of the wider food 

system. To ensure that all stakeholders understood each other’s loyalties as well as our drivers, the group 

explored who they were loyal to, so that they could better develop connections to support each other as 

we began to think about what actions we might need to take. Those loyalties are to: 

● our children and young people, our elderly, our patients in hospital, those incarcerated in prisons 

● our staff: caterers, producers, wholesalers, distributors, packers 

● our communities and our families 

● those facing food insecurity as a result of rising prices and as a result of where they live 

● our networks, and to building the right networks – including front line staff in kitchens and those 

working in food production 

● our politicians – to the need to highlight the value of food 

● making the important links between food and mental health and wellbeing 

● making the important links between organics,  climate change and biodiversity 

● changing the narrative around food in Scotland: food as an investment not as a cost to cut, food 

should not be seen as cheap fuel 

● highlighting the importance of good food to every citizen 

Where are we now?  
There is a distinct lack of data to paint an adequate picture about the use of climate-friendly methods or 

organics across the public sector in Scotland. Both Scotland Excel and the Soil Association Scotland have 

some data on purchasing, where organic purchasing equates to less than 0.5% of the overall spend in 

Scottish school meals. 

It should be noted that two Local Authorities have their Food for Life Served Here Gold Award, which 

requires a minimum spend of 15% on organics, one local authority holds a Silver Award which requires a 

minimum spend of 5% on organics, and two further local authorities are working to upgrade from bronze 

to the silver award. In comparison ¼ of Denmark's local authorities have reached a target of at least 60 % 

organic and 40 % of food served from Swedish local authorities is organic. 

What is clear is that the baseline position in Scotland is currently so low across the public sector that any 

increase in provision is worth exploring.  
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As the proportion of organic food has remained stubbornly low, the approach that has been undertaken 

over the past 10 years has not achieved the change everyone agrees is needed. A more direct approach is 

required, in parallel with action on the production and supply side, which we expect the SOSG supply 

chain and conversion sub groups to cover.  

There was significant discussion between stakeholders about why the baseline position is low, with a 

number of key barriers identified: 

● Time and capacity to build relationships and nurture progress 

● Limited resources and people 

● Cost of purchasing organic produce when meals are price driven 

● The procurement process can be terrifying for a producer/SME 

● Timeframes for tenders are tight, and limit opportunity 

● Fixed procurement periods that don’t allow for seasonality, or for longer term planning of land use 

● Procurement that focuses too heavily on price rather than quality 

● Lack of consideration and scoring of other benefits: community wealth building benefits and 

sustainability improvements 

● All of the risk is shouldered by the producer – with no guarantee of success, and no guaranteed 

volumes 

● Consumers expect year round produce, rather than seasonality – mind-set shift needed 

● Logistics and distribution challenges, especially for small schools and hospitals 

● Not all procurement exercises use small lots, so there is often no opportunity for SMEs to engage 

with the market 

● An ageing producer, farming and fishing population, which is at risk of selling off farms for carbon 

sequestration projects or to land developers, thus reducing the market opportunity for locally 

produced food and organic food even further 

● Education around the benefits of using organic, local, sustainable and ethical food 

● Lack of processing capacity 

● In the meat sector: A need to think about whole carcass use, with cross-working with the private 

sector/hospitality industry as a means of doing this 

● Back up plans needed for crop failure or lower than anticipated yields – public sector customers still 

need to receive meals 

● A need to challenge current procurement practices 

● Not all public sector customers want to ‘start small’, they want provision across all locations or 

nothing  

● Lack of demand from current customers, though this may be due to lack of awareness of availability 

or other factors 

 

To create meaningful change, a number of these barriers need to be examined, and the stakeholder 

group considered for themselves which of these barriers they were responsible for, and gave thought to 

which they would be able to ‘lose' or ‘let go of’ in service of making progress towards a more sustainable 

food system. Those included: 

● Thinking of organic food as a cost vs an investment 
● Doing everything that every stakeholder wants around procurement of organic food, or do 

nothing at all 
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● Everybody is learning: allow time for building skills 
● Limited time and capacity: change our thinking around who can help (I don’t have to do it all 

myself) 
● Tenders: traditional focus on price and structure 

 
One critical aspect that was identified by the group is that no one quite knows or understands the 

opportunity, the market or the supply availability. There is a clear and distinct need for qualitative and 

quantitative mapping to be undertaken to show, on a geographical basis: 

● The Public Sector kitchens 

● The producers, suppliers, manufacturers including 

o What they supply 

o What certification or production methods they use 

o Whether there is any interest in supplying the public sector 

o Whether there is any interest in supplying the private sector 

● The distributor and wholesaler routes and bases 

● Storage facilities 

● Processing facilities including abattoirs  

Without a clear, GIS mapped picture of food in Scotland it is difficult to even begin to understand the 

complexity of the challenge, and the opportunities that it could bring. It is recommended that, in 

preparation of implementing the Good Food Nation Bill and Local Food Strategies, significant mapping is 

undertaken.  

It should also be noted that for producers, conversion to organics takes time and investment. To create 

true change, the stakeholder group supports a move to more climate-friendly food in general, not just to 

the use of organically certified food. The group clearly supports the whole agricultural sector moving 

towards organic methods, with organic provision being preferred and critical to the aspired state we 

want to see.  

The Aspired State for Public Sector Procurement of 
Climate-Friendly and Organic Food 
 The stakeholder group agreed that the aspired state would be: 

● To see a significant increase in Scottish organic, sustainable, ethical, climate friendly food used in 

school, hospitals, care homes, universities, colleges and prisons across Scotland 

● To see a better understanding through education and training of where our food comes from, how it 

is grown, how it tastes and how it should be enjoyed by all 

● To better value staff working in the food sector by improving opportunities for producers through to 

caterers and recognising the community wealth building they contribute to for their communities 

across Scotland 

● To see clearer links made between good quality food, health, wellbeing, attainment and community 
life 

● That it is always possible and practicable for smaller producers of food to be able to negotiate a 
contract to supply their produce to local school/ hospital/ other public kitchens, in their area.  
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If we invest in food and farming as a process from buying the seeds as the starting point, and work in 

partnership from there, we can provide better quality, tasty and nutritious meals on the plate and 

secure farming’s future. 

 

Learning from Others 
While developing these proposals, this sub group undertook a review of local and national approaches to 

organics in other nations, so that it could better understand and learn from places where there has been 

a successful increase in organic food across the public sector. 

Denmark 

In 2017 Copenhagen reached its target of 90% organics in public procurement; with the same 

budget for food procurement as in 2007 when the share of organics was closer to 30 %. 

Interestingly, the goal for organics was initially set as a means to another end: Improve the meal 

experience from Copenhagen public food. Organics was thus seen as a legitimate, measurable and 

workable policy tool to revolutionise the way public catering operated. New investment flowed to a 

“Copenhagen House of Food '' to lead this transition, train the +1200 kitchen staff, understand and 

dissolve key bottlenecks and develop new interventions such as food-schools, certifications for 

catering in sports facilities and urban-rural development partnerships. 

Other results of this transitional approach is a +80% reduction in food waste, approximately a 20% 

reduction in GHG emissions, +50% increase in kitchen worker satisfaction and experienced better 

meal quality. 

The success of the Copenhagen Model in 2015 inspired the Danish Government to invest £ 5,5 

million in a scheme to roll out this approach to other interested municipalities, and today 30 of 

Denmark’s 98 municipalities have reached a target of at least 60% organic; encompassing more than 

half the Danish population. The success of this approach has led the Danish Government to invest 

even more in public meals as a driver for change; most recently in the push for a tenfold increase in 

consumption of pulses as a part of the new climate friendly Danish Dietary Guidelines. 
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Brazil 

Food Acquisition Program (PAA) was launched in 2003 to support small organic farmers to access 

the market. The new system allowed greater diversification on farms as they had a simpler route to 

a wider market. 

 The 2009 National School Feeding Program (PNAE) set a target that 30% of school meals should be 

from local family farms and to prioritise organic. This supported the PAA program by encouraging 

caterers to purchase through the PAA system. The program is funded by the state and managed by 

the National Fund for the Development of Education. By 2017 on average 25% of the procurement 

was organic across the country. 

Individual cities set their own procurement targets, such as Sao Paolo and Parana State who are 

both aiming for 100% organic by 2026 - 2million meals and 1.3m meals respectively. 

 The success in Brazil of the program led to the development of the Sustainable Schools Program by 

the FAO to replicate similar strategies in other countries across Central and South America and the 

Caribbean. 

France 

In 2018 a 20% organic target of organic products in school canteens by 2022 was introduced and 

also a general requirement for the entire population to consume 20% organic. There are success 

stories across France of increased organic uptake since the target implementation. 

 In Paris 62% of food in nurseries was organic. In Dijon the organic share increased to 36% in school 

canteens without any additional cost to parents (this was because food waste was targeted). 

Overall, 86% of school caterers offer organic products. 

 Some cities implemented higher requirements than the national targets. For example, the city of 

Lens included the 20% percentage target as part of their procurement specification and added that 

one meal per week must be fully organic. The price difference between the organic menu (1.51 EUR) 

and non-organic menu (1.40 EUR) was only 11 cents which was paid for by the city. They also 

included fines if production methods or traceability records couldn’t be produced.  
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Finland 

Organics in Finland is less well-established than in neighbouring Denmark and Sweden. However, in 

2013 the Finnish government launched their ambitions to boost the organic sector, partly through 

reaching a goal of 20 % organics in public catering. Few new resources were allocated. Instead the 

Finnish strategy has revolved around using organics as a tool to also achieve other goals such as 

increasing the share of local food, reducing GHG emissions as well as promoting healthier diets. 

The key to the Finnish strategy has been offering training and expert services to develop local and 

organic food chains, mainly through the government-supported knowledge centre Ekocentria. Thus, 

organics in public food has been implemented as a sensible, workable way to improve public sector 

food and reach other societal goals in a country with a lower passion for organics. 

 

The stakeholder group explored what learning from others they would like to see in Scotland. Key lessons 

included: 

● Leadership from Government is essential to driving future success. It is necessary for the government 

to explain how organics fits into the wider food systems frame, and initialise stakeholders coming 

together to realise the potential.  

● The taste of food cannot be underestimated and should be at the heart of our food system. Organic 

conversion has been implemented as a powerful tool to rethink public procurement, use more 

seasonal foods, cook more from scratch and ultimately deliver a better service to our citizens.  

● There may need to be some education and persuasion to enable people to try different foods and to 

enable caterers and kitchen staff to develop different recipes and adapt their menus creatively. 

● Most successful models of organic public procurement have not increased food purchasing costs. 

However, some initial public investment in training, knowledge-exchange, mapping and creating new 

collaborations along the supply chain is necessary. 

● Models focusing on less-but-better-quality-meat, and more local vegetables have proven successful 

in increasing organic food without additional costs. School food already has limits on the amount of 

red and processed meat, leading to an increase in use of locally sourced produce, with more still to 

do.  

● We can develop synergies and new partnerships between some of the models and existing systems 

and organisations in Scotland such as Food for Life: we don’t need to start from the beginning 

● The focus can be on supporting smaller, local producers. There is a need to review how procurement 

works, with smaller lots for instance.  
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Closing the Gap: How do we get there?  
The stakeholder group came up with a wide range of actions and technical fixes that could help move 

towards using more organics in public sector food. The following were identified as the first six actions 

for change: 

 

1. Understand what we have: map the opportunity 

What needs to be done? 
As noted on page 5 there are gaps in our knowledge about what the opportunity is, and what supply is 

available to meet that opportunity. There is a clear and distinct need for qualitative and quantitative 

mapping to be undertaken to show, on a geographical basis, 

● The Public Sector kitchens 

● Organic producers, suppliers, manufacturers including 

o What they supply 

o What certification or production methods they use 

o Whether there is any interest in supplying the public sector 

o Whether there is any interest in supplying the private sector 

● The distributor and wholesaler routes and bases 

● Storage facilities 

● Processing facilities including abattoirs  

To move this action forward, it is recommended that there be a pilot of GIS mapping in one geographical 

area to determine whether the data can be sourced to provide the quantitative and qualitative data 

needed. The stakeholder group is clear that good mapping and open source data sharing is essential to 

making progress as this has been a barrier to achieving better market opportunities in the past. Mapping 

will underpin, but should not delay, progress with the other identified actions.  

Who needs to do this? 
There needs to be a short life working group established with representatives of the various food and 

drink industry bodies who each hold part of the jigsaw, to draw together the information that is available. 

It should be a joint venture, led by a local authority and supported by the various stakeholder groups, and 

the work should be carried out alongside other mapping that may be underway, making use of existing 

knowledge that currently exists around provision and supply chain mapping.  

There is a requirement to fund this work so that it can be developed properly, and a funding stream has 

yet to be identified.  It is estimated that a pilot would cost in the region of £20K, with a full Scottish 

exercise costing £200K.  

When does this need to be done? 
The initial mapping pilot needs to be carried out during 2022/23 to enable the stakeholder group to 

readily identify the data gaps, and to determine how much it would cost and how long it would take to 

carry out the mapping across Scotland.  
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2. Invest in the system we aspire to deliver, including support and education, 
by adopting approaches that have worked elsewhere 

What needs to be done? 
The Good Food Nation Bill put the onus on local authorities’ food policy. However, many are not well 

rehearsed in food policy and thus need investment to deliver on the governments’ ambitions on making 

Scotland A Good Food Nation. As funding for public sector meals is not ring fenced, they have 

traditionally been viewed as a fixed cost to be managed and reduced, and value for money often means 

the procurement of produce that delivers for other priorities including other sustainability aims e.g. 

wonky vegetables to divert food waste from landfill, pre-prepared produce. To create genuine systemic 

change, the mind-set and budgets around public sector meals needs to change, and the average spend 

per meal needs to increase to enable investment in better, local, sustainable and organic food. This can 

be mitigated by some menu redesign, focussing on less but better meat and more veg used as alternative 

choices.   We also need to learn lessons from our colleagues in other parts of the world who have 

successfully increased organics in public sector food, and should incorporate some of the learning they 

have shared with us.  

As a starting point, there needs to be investment in: 

● A fund of £5m to help lower the barrier for Councils and other public sector procurers who face 

initial financial challenges to procuring organic food. In the longer term, we would see this 

spending decided on locally, with a percentage of the farm support budget going to local 

authorities and public bodies to support a sustainable local food economy. 

● We propose an additional investment of £2m a year in a Scottish House of Food - with 

inspiration from Ekocentria in Finland and House of Food in Copenhagen. It would also enable 

more training and support not only for front line catering, but to improve procurement methods, 

and to help support a wider culture change around food sourcing.  The model needs to be 

developed further, as it could be a specifically procured support or it could be a function 

delegated by any Scottish Food Commission should one be established to monitor the 

implementation of the Good Food Nation Bill.  

Who needs to do this? 
The initial funding to deliver this change must be met initially by the Scottish Government. That would 

enable work to get underway, and for resources to be made available to carry out the necessary 

development work and to help establish a refreshed way of thinking about public sector meals.  

A stakeholder group, as noted in action one, could propose a vision and step change plan for developing a 

Scottish House of Food. The stakeholder group will require funding for administrative support to make 

the most of their limited time.  

Public bodies including Health Boards, Local Authorities, Universities, Colleges and Prisons need to 

reconsider how much they spend on food, and must cease the practice of requiring future savings from 

front line catering services to give staff the space to develop new ways of working. This should be 

considered within the context of local food action plans, as outlined later in this paper.  

When does this need to be done? 
The review of public sector food spending and freeze of future savings must come into immediate effect.   
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The funding bid to develop both the initial groundwork and the development of Scotland’s House of Food 

should be undertaken by the stakeholder group during 2022/23, with funding made available to start 

delivery of some of the work from 2023/24 onwards.  

 

3. Target specific commodities, by creating a basket of both easy wins and 
areas of challenge 

What needs to be done? 
As the cost of living inflation escalates, and more people than before rely on public sector food, there is a 

moral imperative to ensure that the food provided is as nutritious and tasty as possible, and that any 

investment derives multiple benefits, as outlined in this paper. The quickest way to assist all is to identify 

a basket of products that can enable a swift movement towards increased organic consumption and 

product purchasing. That basket needs to include: 

● Organic products that are currently on the market and therefore easier to source but aren’t 

currently being purchased by the public sector in large volumes e.g. milk, pasta, flour.  

● Organic and climate-friendly products that can solve an issue elsewhere for the public sector, 

creating a new market opportunity that doesn’t currently exist e.g. reducing reliance on packaging, or 

providing organic meals for the wider community. 

● Climate-friendly and organic produce that could be scaled up over the short to medium term and 

suits the needs of the public sector, or through partnership working with other parts of the 

hospitality sector could create market opportunity e.g. whole animal carcass whereby premium cuts 

of organic meat can be used in the restaurant trade, with other cuts of organic produce used in the 

public sector such as beef or lamb mince. This work needs to be done in partnership with the 

processing sector and supply chain, as there are significant challenges around processing, butchery 

skills and availability of organic abattoirs.  

There needs to be some development work done, after mapping has taken place, to identify the most 

suitable products in each category, and thereafter separate pilots established to test out the best 

purchasing methods to enable these products to reach the public sector. It should be made clear that the 

use of pilots should not indicate short term, volatile conditions for producers, but an opportunity to 

nurture and build long term, stable commitments.  

The identified fund outlined in action 2 could be used to develop this work.  

Who needs to do this? 
There needs to be a series of pilots, which could run concurrently, with willing producers, purchasers and 

with input from hospitality. As with all of the actions identified so far, partnership working and mutual 

support will be essential to testing different models.  

When does this need to be done? 
This work can commence quite quickly, and would require a group of stakeholders to begin to define 

what the basket could contain.  The initial mapping will help to better define what that basket might be, 

and the market opportunity should therefore be better understood. There needs to be enabling 

conversations underway involving organisations such as NFUS and Scotland Food and Drink to determine 



13 
 

their involvement in the work, and public sector caterers can be identifying the product issues that this 

work could potentially resolve.  

 

4. Ensure all Local Food Strategies and all Good Food Nation Action Plans 
contain actions around organic and climate friendly food, with local targets, 
tied back to sustainability goals 

What needs to be done? 
If the aim is to create holistic, sustainable food systems improvements, designed to deliver for a 

wellbeing economy, then it is critical that the Good Food Nation Bill and the work to develop a Local Food 

Strategy must include specific measures and outcomes relating to organic, ethical and climate-friendly 

food. As the Good Food Nation Bill is at present, Local Authorities and other Public Bodies such as NHS 

Health Boards will be required to consult, develop, report on and enact local food action plans, and so it 

would be appropriate to ensure that the work outlined in this paper is enshrined in those action plans. 

As has been noted by this stakeholder group and at the evidence sessions heard at the Rural Affairs, 

Islands and Natural Environment (RAINE) Committee, each Local Authority and Public Body is at a 

different starting point when it comes to providing local, sustainable food, and so rather than establishing 

a single target for organics across Scotland, we should see a specific and appropriate local target included 

in each action plan and in each food strategy.  

This overarching action could feature in the Scottish Government’s own National Action Plan and 

Strategy, clearly highlighting the drive for nationwide commitment, but the actions to create more 

market opportunity will need to be delivered in each public body for themselves. By asking them to 

include a target and outcome relating to these objectives, there will be a firm commitment to improve 

access to climate-friendly and organic food for those in receipt of public sector food. All actions need to 

clearly align with the UN sustainability goals.  

Funding has already been identified by the Scottish Government for the development of the local action 

plans. 

Who needs to do this? 
All public bodies would be asked to ensure that they have a target and outcome that reflects their local 

circumstances and also reflects the content of the overarching findings of the Scottish Organic 

Stakeholder Group. For some, that might mean committing to improving the supply chain and 

distributions, for others it might mean actively delivering a public sector pilot, while for others it might 

mean a commitment to invest in food processing. These should relate to the UN sustainability goals.  

There needs to be a commitment from the Scottish Government to include this requirement as a Guiding 

Principle in the guidance issued to all public bodies when developing their local food action plans and 

food strategies.  

When does this need to be done? 
This needs to be done when writing the local food action plans, and the local food strategy, and the 

requirement to do so should be written into any guidance issued.  

 

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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5. Develop a pilot of dynamic purchasing, to enable hyper local, hyper seasonal 
produce to become a realistic offer for the public sector  

What needs to be done? 
There has been growing interest in developing dynamic purchasing in the public sector in Scotland, but 

little progress has been made as many view it as time-consuming and high-risk as it may not deliver long 

term, quality products in reliable volumes that the market requires.  

The stakeholder group recognises these challenges, and also recognises that there is much to be learned 

from the private sector which can purchase more flexibly with less regulation and with a greater focus on 

relationship building as a driver for change and for improving quality.  

The public sector procurement landscape in Scotland is highly regulated, with a significant proportion of 

spend being managed centrally by organisations such as Scotland Excel, APUC and NHS Procurement. 

However, there are already good examples that demonstrate where local purchasing with locally 

managed contracts have been very successful. Those are, in turn, generally stable contracts with year-

round supply and product availability.  Somerset and Bath Councils are examples of areas which have 

adopted dynamic procurement, and achieved both better outcomes and reduced service costs. 

There is a requirement to develop relationships with small producers who can offer good quality, 

seasonal produce for limited periods of time, and they should have a route to market whereby they too 

can benefit from the public sector marketplace, and likewise their goods can be enjoyed by those having 

public sector meals in their communities. Local food producers already use this type of dynamic ordering 

system, for instance through software platforms such as Open Food Network and Neighbourfood. These 

allow them to interact directly with numerous customers without having to go through a wholesaler.  

They enable smaller producers to retain a much higher proportion of the food retail price, and this is 

essential to smaller scale, local supply chains. 

Pilots need to be established to test out dynamic purchasing, to enable some of that hyper local, hyper 

seasonal products to be used in public sector kitchens.  

There should also be consideration given to those hyper local businesses using a cooperative approach 

(where those exist, or where there is will to start one) to help both the producer and purchaser to reduce 

the risk they both face when purchasing and selling products of this nature.  

As noted before, a better understanding of the market opportunities may be needed, with the mapping 

work contributing to identifying potential opportunities for this.  

Funding will also be required, with adequate resources available to mitigate any losses that may occur 

through pilot failure. The fund identified in action 2 could be used for this purpose. In addition to this, 

managing the dynamic procurement process will require resources and it will create greater 

administrative processes for public sector procurers. This additional work has to be acknowledged and 

funded.  

It should also be noted that Catering for Change, the guide for buying food in the public sector, should be 

updated, and should reflect some of these opportunities with clear guidance for procurers about how to 

develop and nurture realistic and collegiate commercial relationships with producers, rather than 

focussing on demand/supply being wholly transactional in nature.  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/catering-change-buying-food-sustainably-public-sector/
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Who needs to do this? 
As with all of the identified actions, this requires a pilot to be undertaken in partnership, with suppliers 

and purchasers identified through the mapping exercise, and through their committed actions in their 

Local Food Action Plans.  

A number of public bodies are interested in considering this approach, with resources being the greatest 

barrier to progress, and so there needs to be clear investment in people to lead on this work.  

When does this need to be done? 
Although the mapping exercise could identify opportunities to develop dynamic procurement 

opportunities, any initial pilot of the system could be tested sooner, with initial scoping work 

commencing during 2022/23. 

 

6. Share the risk 

What needs to be done? 
At this moment in time, there is an unfair balance of risk when it comes to procurement practices in the 

public sector, which is traditionally accepted because when spending public money, there has to be a 

clear return and value for money evidenced. But as we begin to think differently about investment in 

food, and move away from a mind-set whereby food is seen as simply a commodity to purchase and 

towards it being as an investment in local communities, in health and wellbeing and in our children and 

young people, the balance of risk and how we measure that value for money and investment in people 

also has to change.  

At present, all of the risk lies with the producer. They have to invest in seed, feed, equipment, stock, and 

all of those costs are up front, often for a substantial period of time. They need to invest time in writing 

tender submissions, and in estimating their operating costs, etc. with no firm guarantee that the public 

sector will ever purchase any of their produce.  

The stakeholder group heard from producers who had gone through relationship building and developing 

cooperatives only to not secure the tender because their newly formed cooperative had an insufficient 

‘track record’: the risk and the investment for them did not pay off, and the public body purchased from 

somewhere else.  

This traditional power balance has to shift, with some of the risk and commitment being spread across 

both the producer and the purchaser, with a clear recognition that investing in any pilot and relationship 

building is not money wasted, but is money invested in community wealth building, in the green 

economy and the wellbeing economy. They contribute directly to the aspirations of the Scottish 

Government and as such, the risk of potential failure needs to be more readily tolerated by public bodies. 

One further action is to ensure that procurement opportunities are long term, stable commitments for 

both parties, rather than short term, unstable risks for producers.  

The development of local action plans for food can help to establish actions around how this risk will be 

borne locally, and examples of where success is evident used as a means of showcasing what can happen 

when the work goes well.  
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There has to be an improved understanding that, as with all food, there is a risk of crop failure, or of 

disease, and that needs to be considered as part of any risk planning also, with the costs associated with 

that lying not only with the producer, but with all stakeholders involved in the relationship development.  

To mitigate this risk, there needs to be an initial contingency fund of £1M held in reserve by the Scottish 

Government to enable some of this pilot work to be tested, but to ensure that any risk taken by the 

producer is match funded if required.  

Who needs to do this? 
This review of risk needs to be undertaken at different levels, and clearly defined in every pilot that is 

undertaken, to better ensure parity between stakeholders.  

The Scottish Government needs to ensure that this new approach to risk and investment is addressed in 

Catering for Change, and needs to have an available contingency fund to help offset costs for producers if 

there is a need to do so. 

No one plans a pilot with the expectation that it will fail to deliver. However, to create systemic change, 

the appetite for risk needs to also change.  

All public bodies need to clearly understand the implications of this approach when developing their local 

food action plans and strategy.  

When does this need to be done? 
The Catering for Change guidance, which is now 11 years old, is an excellent document, but now needs to 

be updated to better reflect the emerging landscape for food in Scotland, in light of EU exit, pandemic 

recovery, global food instability and the Good Food Nation Bill. This needs to be updated during 22/23 

taking into account the recommendations in this paper.  

The contingency fund needs to be available from 2023/24 onwards to support the pilot work that is 

outlined in this paper.  

 

Conclusion 
The stakeholder participants who have come together to develop these proposals have demonstrated 

that there is drive, will and determination around the public sector food system in Scotland to make this 

work happen. But to ensure that this happens, there needs to be a clear commitment, along with 

investment, to create new ways of working. This will require a mind-set shift from all players across 

public sector decision makers, elected members, producers, procurers, caterers and all other 

stakeholders to really take the time to do things differently, learn from other places, and to have the 

confidence to try out new ways of working. 

To do this requires a level of vulnerability and a commitment to honest partnership working that is rarely 

seen in public sector food, where there is a shared ownership of risk and where pilots are established in 

the hope that they will succeed, but with a clear understanding that they may indeed fail. 

Now is the time to harness the power of public sector food, for its leadership to show its worth by 

enabling and empowering those working in the public sector food system to: 
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● take a leading role in the growth of organic food and farming in Scotland by a systemic shift in public 

sector food provision based on organic, high quality, sustainable ingredients 

● invest the time in developing long term relationships that focus on hyper localism and hyper 

seasonality 

● invest in longer term relationships that evolve and develop over time, putting communities at the 

heart of the planning 

● lead through better education around what good food can do, as well as around food provenance 

and use of organics 

● shift the focus from organic food as a cost to food as an investment in our communities (and health) 

● enable delivery of national outcomes, including supporting a green and blue recovery and a 

wellbeing economy 

● ensuring that public sector food is as sustainable, nutritious, and as tasty, as it can be, using organic 

ingredients to achieve this 

That work will need to embed a values-based approach to food like never before, ensuring better, more 

connected outcomes for all.  No one stakeholder can create this change alone – it will take for all 

stakeholders to recognise that everyone is working to create the same vision for the future, where values 

and loyalties align and that investing in people is the best way to drive success.  

 


